The Artist-Shaman and the \"Gift of Sight\" by Milledge, Clare
Copyright and use of this thesis
This thesis must be used in accordance with the 
provisions of the Copyright Act 1968.
Reproduction of material protected by copyright 
may be an infringement of copyright and 
copyright owners may be entitled to take 
legal action against persons who infringe their 
copyright.
Section 51 (2) of the Copyright Act permits 
an authorized officer of a university library or 
archives to provide a copy (by communication 
or otherwise) of an unpublished thesis kept in 
the library or archives, to a person who satisfies 
the authorized officer that he or she requires 
the reproduction for the purposes of research 
or study. 
The Copyright Act grants the creator of a work 
a number of moral rights, specifically the right of 
attribution, the right against false attribution and 
the right of integrity. 
You may infringe the author’s moral rights if you:
-  fail to acknowledge the author of this thesis if 
you quote sections from the work 
- attribute this thesis to another author 
-  subject this thesis to derogatory treatment 
which may prejudice the author’s reputation
For further information contact the University’s 
Director of Copyright Services
sydney.edu.au/copyright
  
 
 
Sydney College of the Arts 
University of Sydney 
 
 
DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY 
2012 
THESIS 
 
 
THE ARTIST-SHAMAN AND THE “GIFT OF SIGHT” 
 
by 
Clare Milledge 
 
 
Feb 2013 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
This volume is presented as a record of the work undertaken for the degree of Doctor 
of Philosophy at the Sydney College of the Arts, University of Sydney. 
 
 
 
 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
  
	  
Table of contents 
 
Acknowledgements ....................................................................................................... i	  
List of Illustrations ........................................................................................................ ii	  
Abstract ......................................................................................................................... v	  
Introduction ................................................................................................................... 1	  
The artist-shaman ........................................................................................................... 2	  
The “gift of sight” and Rex Butler .................................................................................... 5	  
Batailleʼs “alteration” and Suzanne Guerlac .................................................................... 7	  
Chapter overview .......................................................................................................... 12	  
Chapter 1: the identity of the authoritative artist-shaman ...................................... 14	  
A brief word on “Individual Mythologies” ....................................................................... 14	  
Identification with the shaman: Beuys, Ernst, Carrington and Barney .......................... 21	  
Chapter 2: the identity of the non-authoritative artist-shaman .............................. 33	  
Identification with the shaman: Coates ......................................................................... 33	  
Identification with the shaman: Thek ............................................................................. 36	  
Identification with the shaman: Meese, Bock ................................................................ 43	  
Identification with the shaman: Armanious ................................................................... 46	  
Identification with the shaman: Cescon, Dwyer, Williams ............................................. 50	  
Identification with the shaman: Kristensen and myself ................................................. 59	  
Chapter 3: process and porosity in the environment of the artist-shaman who 
offers the “gift of sight.” ............................................................................................ 68	  
The environments of Kurt Schwitters and the “Gesamtkunstwerk” ............................... 69	  
Process and porosity in the environments of Barney and Beuys .................................. 75	  
Process and porosity in the environments of Meese .................................................... 78	  
Process and porosity in the work of Dwyer and Bock ................................................... 82	  
Process and porosity in the work of Armanious, Cescon and Thek .............................. 86	  
Process and porosity in the environments of Kristensen and myself ............................ 91	  
Chapter 4: disrupting identification .......................................................................... 95	  
Disrupting identification: Armanious and Kristensen ................................................... 101	  
Disrupting identification and disappointing expectation in my own practice ................ 103	  
Disrupting identification: resemblance, Bataille and Armanious ................................. 108	  
Chapter 5: destabilising idealism in dualisms ....................................................... 120	  
  
Idealism in dualisms .................................................................................................... 121	  
Transvaluation in the practice of Armanious ............................................................... 125	  
Transvaluation in my practice ..................................................................................... 135	  
The impossibility of scission in the practices of Armanious and Thek ........................ 139	  
The impossibility of scission in my practice ................................................................ 143	  
The impossibility of scission: revealing the “primitive” ................................................ 147	  
Conclusion ................................................................................................................ 158	  
BIBLIOGRAPHY ......................................................................................................... 163	  
Catalogue of work presented for examination ...................................................... 172	  
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
  
i 
Acknowledgements 
 
Brent Grayburn, Morten Milledge Grayburn, Annette Mckinley, David Milledge, Ann 
Elias, Matthys Gerber, Mikala Dwyer, Carla Cescon, Steinar Haga Kristensen, 
D.O.R., Domenica Lowe, Mark Shorter, Caleb Kelly, Peter Blamey and the staff at 
SCA Library.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
ii 
List of Illustrations 
 
Fig 1: Hany Armanious, Untitled (detail),1998 ................................................................ 6	  
Fig 2: The Well Scene. Well No. 52a, 1955, Lascaux, France, photograph: Hans Hinz . 9	  
Fig 3: Max Ernst with Loplop, 1965, photograph: Yousuf Karsh ................................... 23	  
Fig 4: Max Ernst, The Robing of the Bride, 1940 .......................................................... 23	  
Fig 5: Joseph Beuys, 7000 Oaks, 1982, photographer unknown ................................. 25	  
Fig 6: Joseph Beuys  , I Like America and America Likes Me, 1974, photograph: Caroline 
Tisdall   ............................................................................................................................ 26	  
Fig 7: Joseph Beuys lecturing at the Edinburgh Festival  , 1980, photograph: Richard 
Demarco ....................................................................................................................... 28	  
Fig 8: Joseph Beuys, Overcome Party Dictatorship Now, 1971 ................................... 28	  
Fig 9: Matthew Barney, Drawing Restraint 9, 2005 ...................................................... 30	  
Fig 10: Matthew Barney, The Cremaster Cycle 4, 1994 ............................................... 31	  
Fig 12: Marcus Coates, Journey to the Lower World, 2004, photograph: Nick David ... 35	  
Fig 13: Marcus Coates, Journey to the Lower World, 2004, photograph: Nick David ... 35	  
Fig 14: Paul Thek, The Tomb (interior view),1967, photographer unknown ................. 37	  
Fig 15: Paul Thek, Fishman, 1969, photograph: John D. Schiff .................................... 38	  
Fig 16: Jonathan Meese, Hot Earl Green Sausage Tea Barbie (First Flush) (installation 
view), 2011, image courtesy of Bortolami Gallery ......................................................... 44	  
Fig 17: Jonathan Meese, Fraülein Atlantis (performance still), 2007, photograph: Jan 
Bauer ............................................................................................................................ 45	  
Fig 18: John Bock, Gast, 2004, video still ..................................................................... 46	  
Fig 19: Mikala Dwyer, Outfield (installation view), 2009 ............................................... 52	  
Fig 20: Mikala Dwyer, An Apparition of a Subtraction (installation view), 2010 ............ 52	  
Fig 21: Mikala Dwyer, Swamp Geometry (installation view), 2008 ............................... 53	  
Fig 22: Carla Cescon, Nightcrawlers and Shapeshifters: 100 Days and Nights in Search 
of The Ramones (installation view), 2007 ..................................................................... 54	  
Fig 22: Carla Cescon, Untitled, 2012, photograph: Clare Milledge ............................... 55	  
Fig 23: Justene Williams, Derr Sonata, 2008 ................................................................ 58	  
Fig 24: Steinar Haga Kristensen (in collaboration with Clare Milledge), The Revenge of 
the Third World, 2006 ................................................................................................... 60	  
Fig 25: D.O.R. in collaboration with Clare Milledge, Tori Wrånes and Sebastian Slåtten, 
Der Kleine Mensch (performance views), 2006, photograph: Clare Milledge ............... 61	  
  
iii 
Fig 26: D.O.R. in collaboration with Clare Milledge, Tori Wrånes and Sebastian Slåtten, 
Der Kleine Mensch (performance views), 2006, photograph: Clare Milledge ............... 62	  
Fig 27: Steinar Haga Kristensen, Self-Portrait as Indigenous Bushman, 2007 ............ 63	  
Fig 28: Clare Milledge, Archaic Technique of Ecstasy, 2011 ........................................ 64	  
Fig 29: Clare Milledge, Painting Ground, 2011 ............................................................. 64	  
Fig 30: Clare Milledge, Cleansing Facial Mask, 2011, photograph: William Bullock ..... 65	  
Fig 32: Clare Milledge,The Useless Image (after Guerlac) (detail), 2012 ..................... 66	  
Fig 33: Kurt Schwitters, Merzbau, 1933, photographs: Wilhelm Redemann ................. 74	  
Fig 35: Jonathan Meese, 2008, courtesy of Jonathan Meese and Kineko Ivic ............. 80	  
Fig 36: Jonathan Meese and Tal R, Mother, 2006, photographer unknown ................. 80	  
Fig 37: Jonathan Meese, Volksbühne theatre set for Meistersinger von Nuernberg, 
2006, photograph: Jan Bauer ....................................................................................... 81	  
Fig 38: Jonathan Meese, Hot Earl Green Sausage Tea Barbie (First Flush) 
(performance view), 2011, photograph: Jan Bauer ....................................................... 81	  
Fig 39: John Bock, untitled performance at Art Production Fund, New York, 2009 ...... 85	  
Fig 40: Visitor inside the John Bock Klütterkammer installation, 2004, photographer 
unknown ........................................................................................................................ 85	  
Fig 41: John Bock, Im Schatten der Made (In the Shadow of the Maggot), 2010, 
photograph: Jan Windszus ........................................................................................... 86	  
Fig 42: Hany Armanious, Selflok, 1994–2001 ............................................................... 87	  
Fig 43: Hany Armanious, Figure Eight, 2010  , photograph by Design Boom ................ 89	  
Fig 44: Carla Cescon, Nightcrawlers and Shapeshifters: 100 Days and Nights in Search 
of The Ramones (installation view), 2007 ..................................................................... 90	  
Fig 46: Clare Milledge, Maximalist Ritualist (installation view), 2012 ............................ 93	  
Fig 47: Hany Armanious, Effigy of an Effigy of a Mirage, 2010 ..................................... 97	  
Fig 48: Clare Milledge, Modernist Portal, 2010 ............................................................. 98	  
Fig 49: Clare Milledge, Lord Owl (performance still), 2010, performer: Ben Terakes, 
photograph: Alex Gawronski ......................................................................................... 99	  
Fig 50: Steinar Haga Kristensen, Deviationist Meeting, 2009 ..................................... 100	  
Fig 51: Steinar Haga Kristensen, Picture Believer and his Work  , 2008 ...................... 101	  
Fig 52: Clare Milledge, The Last Visible Dog (production stills), 2009 ........................ 107	  
Fig 53: Hany Armanious,Turns in Arabba (installation view), 2005 ............................ 113	  
Fig 54: Claes Oldenburg, Mouse Museum / Ray Gun Wing, 1972 ............................. 116	  
Fig 55: Hany Armanious, Le Nez, 2010 ...................................................................... 117	  
Fig 56: Alberto Giacometti, Le Nez, 1947 (cast in 1965)   ............................................ 117	  
  
iv 
Fig 57: Hany Armanious, Fair Trade, 2008 ................................................................. 126	  
Fig 58: Hany Armanious, Set and Setting (installation view), 2010   ............................ 128	  
Fig 59: Hany Armanious, Happiness (installation view), 2010   .................................... 129	  
Fig 60, Hany Armanious, Adzeena Persius, 2010   ...................................................... 131	  
Fig 62: Clare Milledge, Kangaroo Air-Breaker Sound-Breaker Costume, (installation 
view), 2011, photograph: Jamie North ........................................................................ 137	  
Fig 63: Clare Milledge, Purifying Dance, 2011 ............................................................ 138	  
Fig 64: Hany Armanious, Untitled Snake Oil, 2003 ..................................................... 140	  
Fig 66: Paul Thek, Untitled, 1966, photograph: Geoffrey Clements ............................ 142	  
Fig 67: Clare Milledge, Human Progression and Other Modernist Myths, 2011 ......... 143	  
Fig 68: Clare Milledge, A Basic Exercise in Animality, 2008 ....................................... 144	  
Fig 69: Clare Milledge, Kangaroo Painting (detail), 2011 ............................................ 145	  
Fig 70: Clare Milledge, The Last Visible Dog (production still), 2009 .......................... 145	  
Fig 71: Paul Thek, The Procession/The Artistʼs Co-op  (installation view at Stedelijk 
Museum, Amsterdam), 1969, photograph: Edwin Klein .............................................. 149	  
Fig 72: Steinar Haga Kristensen, Invention of the Cube (video still), 2006 ................. 150	  
Fig 74: Steinar Haga Kristensen (video produced in collaboration with Clare Milledge), 
Revenge of the 4th World (installation view), 2006 ...................................................... 151	  
Fig 75: Clare Milledge, Gnomic Origins of Modernism: George, 2011 ........................ 152	  
Fig 76: Clare Milledge, Gnomic Origins of Modernism: Joey, 2011 ............................ 153	  
Fig 77: Clare Milledge, Gnomic Origins of Modernism: Yusef, 2011 .......................... 153	  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
v 
Abstract  
 
Throughout the history of art the role of the artist has been compared to the role of the 
shaman. This is because the artistʼs role has always been one of mediator, transformer 
and most prominently visionary. The role of both the artist and shaman has always 
been to stand between two worlds: that of the visible and the invisible. The viewers, or 
the community in the case of the shaman, entrust the artist to go forth into the realm of 
the invisible and return with a gift: the invisible transformed into the visible. 
Traditionally, many artists associated with shamanism such as Joseph Beuys, Max 
Ernst, Leonora Carrington and later Matthew Barney, have been leaders, idealists, 
heroes of mythic proportions, artists who return with this gift: a vision or sight to follow.  
 
But a different breed of artist associated with shamanism also exists: an ambivalent 
artist-shaman, a shifty and unreliable character of dubious motivations, who appears to 
offer the viewer a vision or sight and then throws it back in their face, makes them 
decide. This is the role that Hany Armanious, John Bock, Carla Cescon, Marcus 
Coates, Mikala Dwyer, Steinar Haga Kristensen, Jonathan Meese, Paul Thek, Justene 
Williams and myself have taken. And we take it so as to return to the viewer the very 
power that is invested in the artist, that of creating a vision: what Rex Butler refers to in 
relation to Hany Armanious as the “gift of sight.” (Butler 2000). 
 
These artists and myself offer the “gift of sight” by reflecting the act of perception and by 
engaging the viewer in the same process that the artist goes through. The way we do 
this is by setting up complex, multi-positional, process-based systems that are highly 
informed and engaging but do not lead to an end position. Because the artist does not 
presume to idealise this end position, the result is inevitably confusing, slippery, 
uncertain, and ambivalent, as if the artist has no position or avoids commitment. 
 
This thesis sets out to investigate this ambivalent position taken by the artist-shaman 
and to show how and why it is taken. It does this in two ways. Firstly it provides a 
studio component as a practical example of the practice of an artist-shaman who offers 
the “gift of sight.” Secondly, the written dissertation provides a theory and 
understanding of the artist-shaman who offers the “gift of sight.” This may then be 
applied to the practical component, offering a historical and philosophical context with 
which to frame it. 
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Introduction 
 
“Uncomfortable” and “risking farce and ridicule,” wrote Margaret Farmer of my 
photographs of a costumed performer dancing with whips.1 “Self-contradictory,” 
“hopeless positioning,” and “ambiguous,” wrote Pernille Albrethson when describing 
Steinar Haga Kristensenʼs practice.2 “Giving the finger to would-be interpreters,”3 
“undiscerning,” “snickering,” “piss-taking,” “formless,” and “cluttered and bewildering,”4 
are the words John McDonald has used to deride Hany Armaniousʼs work, whilst Adam 
Jasper more generously calls it “sphinx-like.”5 Similar terms have been used by writers 
and critics to describe the ambivalent and difficult positions taken by John Bock, Carla 
Cescon, Marcus Coates, Mikala Dwyer, Jonathan Meese, Paul Thek, and Justene 
Williams in their practices. This is because like myself, Kristensen and Armanious, their 
work can be difficult to place, un-authoritative, porous, process-based, irritatingly 
resistant to identification, and without concrete ideals.  
 
What is most remarkable is the fact that the artists have deliberately set out to put 
themselves in this position that invites these sometimes derogatory and often bemused 
comments. But are these artists simply reactionary punks who set out to deliberately 
aggravate the viewer, or perhaps hopelessly lost and unable to make sense of 
themselves? On closer inspection of their practices neither seems likely. So in the face 
of this the question must be asked “why would an artist deliberately set out to make her 
or his practice difficult to place and ambivalent?” Not only does this positioning create 
confusion for the viewer but also for the art institutions that the artist deals with at some 
stage in their practice, whether they are pedagogical, commercial and museological. 
The art institutions in question require that an artistʼs practice be amenable to the 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 In reference to my work at Stills Gallery, Margaret Farmer, "Bad Angle (Review)," Artlink 
Magazine 2011. p 89 
2 In reference to Steinar Haga Kristensenʼs work, Pernille Albrethsen, “The Troll Mirror,” in Steinar 
Haga Kristensen, Steinar Haga Kristensen: Retrospective  (Oslo: Torpedo Press, 2009). p 43 
3 In reference to Hany Armaniousʼs work, John McDonald, "Lights, action entertainment," The 
Sydney Morning Herald, September 9-10 2006. p 17 
4 In reference to Hany Armaniousʼs work, ———, "54th Venice Biennale," Sydney Morning 
Herald(2011), http://johnmcdonald.net.au/2011/54th-venice-biennale/. unpaginated 
5 Adam Jasper writes that Armaniousʼs practice is Sphinx-like because “The Sphinx has become 
an ambivalent sign, a creature that both guards and threatens, playing the role of the ultimate 
repository of secrets that haunts the dreams of archaeologists and collectors of myths…The 
sphinx also, by its nature doesnʼt answer. In its natural state, a silhouette with a stylised face, it 
looks not at humans, but obliquely to them, at 90 degrees to interrogation” Adam Jasper, "Hany 
Armanious: Unreality Bites," Art World, April-May 2009. p 80 
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mediation between artwork and written or spoken language, and that it be coherent and 
legible to some degree, such as might be found in an artistʼs statement, a funding 
application, an exhibition proposal, an exhibition catalogue, or a biography.6 An artist 
might practice their work in isolation, but at some point most will engage with an 
institution in order to publicise their work through an exhibition, a publication, a lecture 
or artistʼs talk. To consciously create a difficult position that is resistant to coherence 
makes that engagement problematic. This question of why an artist would deliberately 
set out to create such an ambivalent position despite the drawbacks is the basis for 
both my studio research and this thesis. As a result of my research it has been 
explained through the role of the artist-shaman.  
 
On my first close examination of the group of artists who actively pursue an ambivalent 
position and who I have mentioned above, it was evident that they all actively associate 
with shamanism,7 they are artist-shamans as I shall call them in this thesis. But just as 
their artistic practices are difficult and their positions seem ambivalent so is their 
identification with the shaman. They are not artist-shamans in the tradition of Joseph 
Beuys, Max Ernst, Leonora Carrington and Matthew Barney, all of whom provide the 
viewer with a clear vision to follow; they are not visionary leaders, the vision they offer 
the viewer is murky, opaque even. Through their difficult and ambivalent positions 
these artist-shamans ask the viewer to make their own vision from what they provide. 
What they do in fact is offer the “gift of sight,” a term used by Rex Butler to describe 
Armaniousʼs work, but to continue with this line of argument I must first give an 
understanding of the two key concepts to be discussed in this thesis, that of the artist-
shaman and the “gift of sight.” 
 	  	  
The artist-shaman 
 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6 Reuben Keehan notes this when he writes: “The double sense to which Hegel gave the word  
ʻsenseʼ two centuries ago is indicative of certain limitations of what is asked of art today. The 
exigencies of the movement of capital and the dependence of our institutions - pedagogical and 
museological - on that very movement demand that if a work can be sensed, then it must also 
make sense. It is as if in a set of social relations now attuned to mediation by an accumulation of 
images, the space between aesthesis and intelligibility, between sensuality and sensibility has 
collapsed.” Reuben Keehan, "Radical Opacity," Contemporary Broadsheet 35, no. 4 (2006). p 
226 
7 It is important to note that at this point that the artists I have nominated actively associate 
themselves with shamanism, the connection is not made purely by a third party. 
  
3 
The close relationship between the artist and the shaman8 is well established, with 
scholars and academics often referring to the role of the artist as one that originated 
with the shaman.9 Paintings and carvings in Upper Paleolithic10 art in Europe, Africa 
and Australia are amongst the oldest surviving artworks ever made,11 and have been 
linked to shamanic activity by early scholars such as lʼAbbé Breuil,12 Siegried Giedion,13 
and now by contemporaries David Lewis-Williams and Dr Jean Clottes.14 In his recent 
book Cave Art, Clottes writes: 
 
The hypothesis that best accounts for the facts as we currently 
understand them is that Paleolithic people had a shamanic religion and 
created art within its framework.15 
 
The shamanistic interpretation of certain hunter-gatherer rock art is debated by various 
other historians, for example the views of David Lewis-Williams who advocates it and 
Anne Solomon who thinks it is over-privileged, are often compared, particularly in The 
South African Archaeological Bulletin.16 However, the phrase quoted by Clottes above 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
8 Historian Mircea Eliade pointed out that the term shamanism is often used indiscriminately in 
relation to all healers, magicians, sorcerors and those with similar roles throughout history. Eliade 
says that strictly speaking it is “pre-eminently a religious phenomenon of Siberia and Central 
Asia,” but that although a shaman may mean many things, ultimately “the shaman, and he alone 
is the great master of ecstasy,” and “the shaman specializes in a trance during which his soul is 
believed to leave his body and ascend to the sky or descend to the underworld.” Mircea Eliade, 
Shamanism: Archaic Techniques of Ecstasy  (Princeton University Press, 1964 reprint, 1992). pp 
3-5 
9 Esther Pasztory, Thinking with things: toward a new vision of art, 1st ed. (Austin: University of 
Texas Press, 2005). p 93 
10 From around 40,000 yrs ago to 10,000 yrs ago. Ofer Bar-Yosef, "The Upper Paleolithic 
Revolution," Annual Review of Anthropology 31, no. ArticleType: research-article / Full publication 
date: 2002 / Copyright ¬© 2002 Annual Reviews (2002). p 363, Jean Clottes, Cave art  (London ; 
New York: Phaidon Press, 2008). p 11 
11 Leigh Dayton, "Animal-Headed Humans Appear in Earliest Art," New Scientist(2001), 
http://www.newscientist.com/article/dn1590-animalheaded-humans-appear-in-earliest-art.html. 
12 Suzanne Guerlac, "The Useless Image: Bataille, Bergson, Magritte," Representations 
97(2007). p 52 
13 Geoffrey Galt Harpham, On the grotesque : strategies of contradiction in art and literature  
(Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1982).) p 88 
14 Celebrated prehistorian and author Dr Jean Clottes who assembled the first research team 
after the discovery of the Chauvet cave in 1994 put forward a theory with his colleague David 
Lewis-Williams in The Shamans of Prehistory (1996). The controversial theory was that the cave 
paintings were evidence of shamanic practice, and they drew on Lewis-Williamʼs prior studies of 
shamanism among hunter-gatherers and South African rock art, which had been based on 
ethnography and proposed that the rock art was associated with the trance experiences of 
shamans. 
15 Clottes, Cave art. p 24 
16 Jon Lackman, "Between Rock Art and a Hard Place," in The Art History Newsletter (2008). 
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is indicative of a view that he has arrived at after consideration of other arguments.17 
The shamanʼs roles within society are varied and include healing as a result of their 
power to self-heal, and the resolution of personal and communal problems. The 
approach however, is consistent: the shaman enters an altered state of consciousness 
and seeks guidance by journeying into an otherworld or otherworlds. The shaman then 
returns from the otherworld or otherworlds with a vision that is of benefit to the society. 
This otherworldly journey is described by historian Mircea Eliade (who posthumously is 
still regarded as a leading authority on shamanism) as a technique of ecstasy.18 The 
technique of ecstasy that Eliade refers to should not be confused with all other types of 
ecstatic experience, it is restricted. As Eliade puts it: 
 
Any ecstatic cannot be considered a shaman; the shaman specialises in a 
trance during which his soul is believed to leave his body and ascend to 
the sky or descend to the underworld.19 
 
It is the shamanʼs ability to move between different worlds that is important, not just the 
ability to go into trance or ecstasy. When the shaman moves between worlds he or she 
sees things that the rest of the society cannot: their power is the ability to see. It is this 
making visible that plays a key role in the activities of a shaman. Louise Tythacott, in 
her book Surrealism and the Exotic, explains this effectively in her section “Artist as 
Shaman”20 when she tells us that in Inuit culture the word for shaman is “elik” which 
means “one who has eyes.”21 The shaman has vision where others do not; only the 
shaman is able to go forth into the realms of the underworld, overworld or indeed any 
other world other than our immediate physical visible world, and make visible what is 
there. Sight is what links the artist and the shaman, they both go into the invisible to 
bring back something visible. Tythacott begins the section “Artist as Shaman” with two 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
17 Thomas Dowson for example, argues that too much emphasis has been placed on the shaman 
as an individual when many members of society and also other animals would have been actively 
involved in supernatural activities. Dowson also notes that the research on rock art and 
shamanism has been dominated by Cartesian thinking. Thomas A. Dowson, "Debating 
Shamanism in Southern African Rock Art: Time to Move on," The South African Archaeological 
Bulletin 62, no. 185 (2007). 
18 Eliade, Shamanism: Archaic Techniques of Ecstasy. p 4 
19 Ibid. p 5 
20 Louise Tythacott, "Surrealism and the exotic," (2003). p 72 
21 Ibid. p 73 
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by emphasising the role of sight as key to both the artist and the shaman. Tythacott 
cites Paul Klee who stated: “Art does not reproduce what is visible; it makes visible.”22 
 
This reinforces that for the artist-shaman sight is integral: the artist-shaman plays a 
mediatory, transitory and transformative role, in between the visible and the invisible. 
That is, the artist-shaman does not merely imitate something that can already be seen, 
he or she makes visible something that does not already exist visibly.23 Having 
established that the artist-shamanʼs primary role is to see and to make visible, I will 
now give an understanding of my second key concept: the artist-shaman who offers the 
“gift of sight.” 
 
The “gift of sight” and Rex Butler 
 
To fully understand the “gift of sight” it is necessary to refer to a Rex Butler text from 
2000, Hany Armanious: The Gift of Sight. In his article Butler describes the artistʼs role 
in making visible, and relates it to Armaniousʼs work from his 1998 Moët et Chandon 
fellowship. 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
22 Paul Klee, “Creative Credo,” in Paul Klee and Editor Jürg Spiller, Paul Klee: Notebooks: 
Volume 1: The thinking eye, trans. Ralph Manheim, English ed., vol. 1 (London: Lund Humphries, 
1961). p 76 
23 Suzanne Guerlac points out a similar concept of René Magritteʼs, that he calls resemblance, 
that is, the making visible of a thought rather than the representation of something already in 
visible existence. According to Guerlac, for Magritte resemblance is not mimetic, rather affinitive. 
Guerlac, "The Useless Image: Bataille, Bergson, Magritte." pp 37-39. 
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Fig 1: Hany Armanious, Untitled (detail),1998 
 
The work was a frottage of sorts, constructed by tracing the stucco panels in his room 
until they began to suggest forms that he then articulated. In this text, Butler proposes 
what Armanious is trying to render visible “that fundamental void… which we might call 
here the gaze.”24 
 
In other words Armanious wants the viewer to understand the processes involved in 
seeing. Butler describes this act of making the suggested visible as doing away with 
“the stain.” For him the stain is an extension of the void, a tiny part of the void that is 
drifting towards some kind of recognisable form. The stain is not yet altered or 
articulated, it is only a suggestion. Butler uses as a backgrounding of the stain a 
comment made by Leonardo da Vinci regarding Sandro Botticelli. Botticelli remarked 
that landscape was evident in the mark made on a wall by a wet, coloured sponge and 
therefore did not need to be studied. As Da Vinci put it rather scathingly: 
 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
24 Rex Butler, "Hany Armanious: the gift of sight," Art and Text (artext), no. 68 (2000). p 69 
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Botticelli said such study [of the landscape] was of no use because by 
merely throwing a sponge soaked in a variety of colors at a wall there 
would be left on the wall a stain in which there could be seen a beautiful 
landscape. He was indeed right that in such a stain various intentions are 
to be seen. I say that a man may seek out in such a stain heads of men, 
various animals, battles, rocks, seas, clouds, woods and other similar 
things. It is like the sound of bells which can mean whatever you want it 
to. But although these stains may supply invention they do not teach you 
how to finish in any detail. And the painter in question [Botticelli] makes 
very sorry landscapes.25 
 
For Da Vinci then, it is the finishing of the detail that is important, not only the 
recognition that takes place when the stain is perceived. Butler then goes on to give the 
outcome of controlling the stain a different twist: 
 
We might, indeed rethink the distinction between figurative and abstract 
art not in terms of any purported resemblance to the real, but in terms of 
their relative success in controlling the stain, “finishing the detail,” to use 
Leonardoʼs expression.26 
 
Butlerʼs reference to a double-headed outcome of either figurative or abstract as a 
result of controlling the stain may be favourably compared with Batailleʼs theory of 
“alteration,” which has a double-headed outcome of “figurative” or “formless.”27  
 
Batailleʼs “alteration” and Suzanne Guerlac 
 
In recent times, professor of French at the University of California, Berkeley, Suzanne 
Guerlac has drawn attention to “alteration” as a little-discussed but crucial aspect of 
Batailleʼs concept of the “formless.” Batailleʼs theory of the “formless” is explained in his 
text of the same name28 as an operation that resists the giving of form, as well as an 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
25 Leonardo da Vinci and Martin Kemp (ed.), Leonardo on Painting: an anthology of writings, 
trans. Margaret Walker (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1989). p 210 
26 Butler, "Hany Armanious: the gift of sight." pp 67 - 68 
27 Discussed in detail in my chapter five “destabilising idealism in dualisms.” 
28 Georges Bataille and ed. Allan Stoekl, Visions of Excess: Selected Writings, 1927-1939, trans. 
Allan Stoekl, Theory and History of Literature (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1985). 
p 31 
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outcome of “alteration” in his review of Georges-Henri	  Luquetʼs Primitive Art,29  and it 
was pushed into the spotlight of art discourse in 1996 with the Pompidou exhibition and 
corresponding book by Yve-Alain Bois and Rosalind E. Krauss entitled Lʼinforme: Mode 
dʼemploi (or Formless: A Userʼs Guide). Bois and Krauss aimed to show that the 
operation of the “formless” could be used to pick apart the modernist categories of 
“form” and “content.”30 They aimed to do this in a way that focused on the “formless” as 
an operation for bringing things down. However, their focus on the “formless” as 
transgressive and their ignorance of the full operation of “alteration” is problematic for 
Guerlac. She emphasises that in Batailleʼs writing, particularly in his largely neglected 
writings on cave art, he clearly states that the “formless” is part of an operation of 
“alteration” that has two outcomes, the “formless” and the “figurative.” Batailleʼs theory 
of “alteration” proposed that a contour of rock in a cave might suggest to a Paleolithic 
human, propelled by an innate desire31 to transform or to alter, the leg of a bison. The 
Paleolithic human would then alter the shape by mark-making until it became either a 
“figurative” bison, one of what Guerlac describes as “the painted ʻwell-formed imagesʼ 
that resemble animals,”32or a more “formless” human-animal hybrid, as Guerlac notes, 
the “abstract anthropoid figures (the ones he calls informe),”33 such as those found in 
the “well” scene at the caves in Lascaux (see fig. 2). 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
29 Georges Bataille, “LʼArt Primitif,” in Georges Bataille, Oeuvres complètes, 12 vols. (Paris: 
Gallimard, 1970). v 1 
30 Yve-Alain Bois, Rosalind E. Krauss, and Centre Georges Pompidou, Formless: a user's guide  
(New York, Cambridge, Mass.: Zone Books; Distributed by MIT Press, 1997). p 9 
31 Guerlac, "The Useless Image: Bataille, Bergson, Magritte." p 32 
32 Ibid. p 31 
33 Ibid. p 32 
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Fig 2: The Well Scene. Well No. 52a, 1955, Lascaux, France, photograph: Hans Hinz 
 
It is necessary to give a full explanation of Guerlacʼs reading of Batailleʼs theory of 
“alteration,” because it gives an understanding of Batailleʼs fascination with the double-
headed themes and dualisms that I refer to throughout this thesis, especially in 
“Chapter five: destabilising idealism in dualisms.” Bataille had initially turned to French 
philosopher Luquet, who theorised that the impulse to deface, draw or make marks in 
prehistoric people was similar to that observed in children. Bataille rejected Luquetʼs 
theory, insisting on the distinction between the urge towards “alteration” present in 
contemporary childrenʼs drawings and the urge towards “alteration” present in the art of 
cave paintings. Bataille asserts there is a difference particularly because unlike in 
contemporary childrenʼs drawings, the urge to “alteration” in cave paintings was 
reserved for those paintings depicting humanoid figures and not present in those 
depicting animals.34 
 
Bataille then went about theorising this difference, going on to identify three steps in 
the process. Firstly, the instinctual mark-making gesture previously mentioned; 
secondly, the projection of an imagined object or image implied by the gesture; and 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
34Georges Bataille, “LʼArt Primitif,” in Bataille, Oeuvres complètes. v 1 
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thirdly, an alteration of that imagined object or image. But what Guerlac is quick to point 
out here is that Batailleʼs third step of “alteration” is not always a defacing that denies 
the imagined object, or destroys it, such as the “formless” is described. Guerlac points 
to Batailleʼs second potential outcome of “alteration”, in which the first two phases 
remain the same, but instead of being defaced in the third step, the “alteration” brings 
into form and actualises as a figural image.35 In Guerlacʼs mind, Krauss and Bois have 
jumped too quickly when they describe the “formless” as operating on “the 
disintegration rather than the creation of form”36 and by consequently giving “alteration” 
this outcome and linking it with transgression. Batailleʼs explanation for why we see two 
such different styles of paintings in the Lascaux caves, the very elaborate and more 
well-formed image, as well as the more “formless” humanoid images is through the 
different processes of “alteration” which can result in either images. As Guerlac puts it: 
 
According to Batailleʼs theory, the operation that renders a virtual image 
informe is simply an alternative practice to the one that actualises it as a 
figure. Both are operations of alteration and both place us, as we shall 
see, outside the realist framework of representation.37 
 
Batailleʼs “alteration” describes the process of the articulation of something very similar 
to Butlerʼs “stain,” and what he describes when he writes:  
 
We might, indeed, rethink the distinction between figurative and abstract 
art not in terms of any purported resemblance to the real but in terms of 
their relative success in controlling the stain, “finishing the detail,” to use 
Leonardoʼs expression.38 
 
When Butler writes of the double-headed outcome of either figurative or abstract as a 
result of controlling the “stain,” and Bataille writes of the rock before the double-headed 
outcomes of “alteration,” they are both describing a state where form is not yet 
articulated; a state that implies but is unfinished, whether suggested by a rock contour 
or a stuccoed wall. It is a space of tension and uncertainty. Stuart Kendall puts it very 
well when he describes Batailleʼs writings on the “pit” or “well” scene at Lascaux (see 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
35 Guerlac, "The Useless Image: Bataille, Bergson, Magritte." pp 32 - 33 
36 Rosalind Krauss, “Corpus Delicti,” October 33 (Summer 1985) p 43 
37 Guerlac, "The Useless Image: Bataille, Bergson, Magritte." p 33 
38 Butler, "Hany Armanious: the gift of sight." p 68 
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fig. 2). Bataille had originally tried to interpret the meaning of the artwork, but eventually 
decided on the importance of them remaining an enigma. Kendall writes that Batailleʼs 
writing on prehistoric art and culture offers “an experience of disorder designed to 
restore our capacity for the state of wonder.”39  
 
Kendall is here referring to Batailleʼs realisation that the cave paintings at Lascaux 
contained images both “formless” and “figurative” that could never be thoroughly 
explained and that this was crucial to their power and our sense of wonder as viewers. 
Maintaining this sense of wonder is exactly what the artist-shaman who offers the “gift 
of sight” does. The wonder is maintained chiefly because no concrete answers are 
given; like the “stain,” things are implied and suggested but not fully articulated. Butler 
agues that what Armanious is dealing with is that moment when one sees something in 
the stain, and that what he describes as obliqueness in Armaniousʼs work, his 
“ferocious efforts at manipulation, recombination, and reorientation,”40 are an attempt 
by him to render visible the gaze. The gaze in this case is the many invisible gazes that 
will cause the stain to render different images from the ones made clear by the artist: “It 
is what means there is always another before us who sees what we do not see, that we 
can never be satisfied with our existing interpretation.”41 
 
For Butler, Armanious is trying to draw not what he sees but what “that other sees, that 
other who sees before he does and who tells him what to see.”42 Further, it is a gift that 
is “empty, a void, a stain. It is the gift of sight itself.”43 What Butler means when he 
refers to the “gift of sight” is the act of the artist showing the viewer the potential of the 
stain. But how can the artist do this? The answer lies in what I have identified as four 
significant ways. Firstly, the artist identifies with the shaman. This sets up a situation 
emphasising a suspension of disbelief where the viewer is expectant of some secret 
vision or sight that the artist has brought back through their journey to the otherworld or 
otherworlds. Secondly, the artist-shaman creates an environment that the viewer 
enters that is process-based, porous, and frequently absented. This porosity 
encourages the viewer to fill in the gaps. As a result, it is difficult to identify a specific 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
39 Stuart Kendall, “The Sediment of the Possible” in Georges Bataille and Stuart Kendall, The 
cradle of humanity: prehistoric art and culture  (New York: Zone Books, 2005). p 31 
40 Butler, "Hany Armanious: the gift of sight." p 69 
41 Ibid. p 70 
42 Ibid. p 70 
43 Ibid. p 70 
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vision or end product; rather, there are a multitude of visions or end products 
dependent on the viewer. Thirdly, identification is disrupted so that the viewer finds it 
almost impossible to locate what it is that that they are actually looking at. Fourthly, 
idealism is destabilised so that it is unclear as to what the artistʼs position is. What is 
created is a landscape of uncertainties and possibilities open to many interpretations. 
As an end product of these four operations—the emphasis of sight through identifying 
with shamanism, the porosity and process encouraging viewer “filling in,” the disruption 
of identification, and the destabilisation of idealism—the viewer is left in a state of 
uncertainty and wonder. This state is explained well by Kendall when he writes of 
Batailleʼs writings on Lascaux that he is staging “a hermeneutics of 
incommensurability.”44 That is, he is creating a state where a multiplicity of 
interpretations are equally viable; where many things are possible and suggested, but 
nothing is confirmed. This brings us back to the opening of my introduction, giving 
credence to the criticisms that have been made of these artists. 
 
I have now described the role of the artist-shaman and Butlerʼs “gift of sight”, as well as 
identifying the four significant attributes of the practice of the artist-shaman who offers 
the “gift of sight.” These significant attributes make up the structure of this thesis and I 
will now give an overview of what is discussed and dealt with in each chapter. 
 
Chapter overview 	  
In summary, my first two chapters locate two different types of artist-shaman, whilst the 
remaining three chapters indicate how the artist-shaman who offers the “gift of 
sight“ deliberately creates an ambivalent practice through process, porosity, disruption 
of identification, and destabilisation of idealism.	  
 
My first chapter “The identity of the authoritative artist-shaman,” introduces the artist-
shamans Joseph Beuys, Max Ernst, Leonora Carrington, and Matthew Barney, and 
describes how they identify with the shaman in an authoritative way.45 I discuss their 
“individual mythologies” and how these artists are insistent on their own interpretation 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
44 Stuart Kendall, “The Sediment of the Possible” in Bataille and Kendall, The cradle of humanity: 
prehistoric art and culture. p 31 
45 This is not an exhaustive list of authoritative artist-shamans; it is representative in order to 
differentiate non-authoritative artist-shamans. 
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of materials and iconography. Most importantly, I examine how they maintain an 
authoritative position as an artist-shaman that is untenable to offering the “gift of sight.” 
 
Chapter two, “The identity of the non-authoritative artist-shaman,” introduces the artist-
shamans who offer the “gift of sight:” Armanious, Bock, Cescon, Coates, Dwyer, 
Kristensen, Meese, Thek, Williams and myself.46 I discuss how these artists identify 
with the shaman in their work and how they maintain a non-authoritative position that is 
crucial to offering the “gift of sight.” 
 
My third chapter is entitled “Process and porosity in the environment of the artist-
shaman.” I examine installation environments made by artist-shamans and discuss 
why those that are process-based and porous are most suitable for offering the “gift of 
sight.” 
 
Chapter four, “Disrupting identification,” examines why the artist-shaman who offers the 
“gift of sight” disrupts the identification process. Firstly, I discuss how identification is a 
primary part of the process of sight with reference to Rex Butler. I also focus on 
semblance and the equation of like with like as part of the identification process. This is 
done with reference to George Bataille in relation to his editorial work that disrupts 
identification through semblance in Documents, and James Frazerʼs description of the 
“Law of Similarity” that equates like with like. 
 
My fifth chapter “Destabilising idealism in dualisms,” examines how the artist-shaman 
who offers the “gift of sight” destabilises idealism. In this chapter I focus on Armanious, 
Kristensen, Thek and myself. Firstly, I describe the important relationship between 
idealism and dualisms, using Bataille as a primary source for his interest in hierarchy in 
dualisms. Secondly, I show how idealism can be destabilised through transvaluation, 
using Armanious and myself as examples. Thirdly, by examining the impossibility of 
scission between two parts of a dualism, I address how Armanious, Kristensen, Thek 
and myself destabilise idealism in dualisms.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
46 Again, this is not an exhaustive list, there are many other artist-shamans that could be 
mentioned and not all would necessarily fit into an “authoritative” or “non-authoritative” role, but to 
maintain a quality of research I have focused on a small group of artists. It may also be noted that 
many artists have had their practice linked to shamanism but those in this thesis have actively 
identified with the artist-shaman.   
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Chapter 1: the identity of the authoritative artist-shaman  
 
The artist-shamans Hany Armanious, Matthew Barney, Joseph Beuys, John Bock, 
Leonora Carrington, Carla Cescon, Marcus Coates, Mikala Dwyer, Max Ernst, Steinar 
Haga Kristensen, Jonathan Meese, Paul Thek, Justene Williams, and the author, Clare 
Milledge, all identify with the shaman in some way. But here is the split: Beuys, Barney, 
Ernst, and Carrington have all created for themselves a shamanic persona that invokes 
authority, whereas the others situate themselves firmly in uncertainty, deferring to the 
viewer. These uncertain “artist-shamans” make something visible but also they ask the 
viewer to form their own vision; through a sustained operation of uncertainty and 
ambivalence, they offer the viewer the “gift of sight.” In the next two chapters, I show 
firstly how each of the artists that I have labeled an artist-shaman identifies with the 
shaman, and then secondly how they fall either into ambivalent and non-authoritative 
positions or more idealistic and authoritative positions. That is, into the former who offer 
the “gift of sight,” or into the latter who dictate their own vision. Before I go on however, 
I think it is important to say that in showing how these artists identify with the shaman I 
will not be simply describing the shamanic iconography in their work, that is to say, 
dissecting their individual mythologies. 
 
A brief word on “Individual Mythologies”  
 
The terms authority and identity are clear enough in their meaning, but the term 
“individual mythology” is more specific and needs to be related. The “individual 
mythology” in the practice of the artist-shaman is an opaque and intensely personal 
vocabulary of symbols, ideas and materials, and in the case of the artist-shaman it 
often appears magical or shamanistic. It is this difficult and unintelligible coding that 
allows the viewer to bring his or her own reading to the work. As long as the individual 
mythology remains open to interpretation and opaque, then the viewer may remain part 
of the formative process: it is what makes it social. However, if the individual mythology 
is decoded, such as in Barneyʼs or Beuysʼs practice, then the viewer is subject to the 
directives of the artist. The artist cannot offer the “gift of sight” as successfully because 
they have already decided how things are to be seen, they have already imposed their 
own interpretation. 
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For the artist-shaman the creation of an “individual mythology” is often a pronounced 
theme in their practice, taking the form of a complex language of symbols, materials 
and forms with personal meaning. Beuys and Thek were originally linked with the term 
when it was coined by Harald Szeemann as outlined below, as was Bock later on.47 
The creation of an “individual mythology” involves the production of a vocabulary of 
sorts by each artist, a personal repertoire of visual information that recurs throughout 
their practices. The term was first used by Szeemann, and most famously known as 
the title of the exhibition he curated, Individual Mythologies,48 which was part of 
Documenta 5 in Kassel, Germany in 1972. Szeemann describes his intentions in an 
interview with Hans-Ulrich Obrist: 
 
The concept of "individual mythology" was to postulate an art history of 
intense intentions that can take diverse shapes: people create their own 
sign systems, which take time to be deciphered.49 
 
The artists in the exhibition included Beuys and Thek, and Szeemannʼs concept was 
that artists who create individual mythologies simultaneously create intensely complex 
practices, impenetrable in many ways. But for Szeemann, this impenetrability was 
crucial, according to curator and museum director Daniel Birnbaum the phrase 
“individual mythology” was coined by Szeemann:  
 
…with respect to French sculptor and alchemist Etienne Martinʼs hermetic 
cosmos – which seemed to him to be built upon an intricate yet 
impenetrable system of signs, a kind of myth unknowable to anyone but 
the artist himself. So, Szeemann seemed to ask, how can a deeply 
“egocentric” universe ever be communicated in a language shared by 
many?50  
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
47 David Galloway, "Spray the ketchup, fling the lettuce," ARTnews 105, no. 0004-3273, 0004-
3273 (2006). p 149 
48 Originally titled Mysticism and Shamanism. Daniel Birnbaum, "When attitude becomes form," 
Artforum 2005. p 56 
49 Hans-Ulrich Obrist, "Mind over matter," Artforum International(1996), 
http://umintermediai501.blogspot.com.au/2008/01/mind-over-matter-interview-with-harald.html. 
unpaginated 
50 Birnbaum, "When attitude becomes form." p 58 
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That is, an “individual mythology” was more in keeping with such an egocentric 
universe rather than a language that tried to embrace everybody. After being criticized 
for confusing people instead of providing a useful artistic category, Szeemann replied 
that “all truly interesting artists are the originators of individual mythologies.”51 
 
It would be difficult to prove that most artists who have mature practices do not create 
their own individual mythologies to some extent, but as we will see below it is a trait 
that has been noted extensively by critics and writers in all the artist-shamans I have 
included in this study. There are two types of artist-shamans who create “individual 
mythologies:” those that maintain an opaque “individual mythology” such as 
Armanious, Bock, Cescon, Dwyer, Kristensen, Meese, Williams, myself and to some 
extent Thek, and those that provide a readable and transparent “individual mythology” 
such as Barney, Beuys, Carrington and Ernst.52 We will see that those whose 
mythologies are opaque, impenetrable and individual are more successful at offering 
the “gift of sight” than those whose mythologies are more transparent and social. 
 
I will begin with the latter group: Barney, Beuys, Carrington and Ernst. Beuys used 
symbols in the form of animals such as the horse, stag, elk, coyote, fox, swan, goat, 
bee, hare and moose, as well as various organic materials like felt, fat, gold and wax in 
his drawings, performances and sculptures. Each animal or material had a different 
symbolic meaning that was derived partially through more traditional symbolism and 
partly through his own experience. For example, he used the hare as representative of 
something that physically dug into matter53 and also as a symbol of the moon,54 the 
stag because of the blood that flowed around the antlers like a head filled with spiritual 
insight, and the beehive because of its associations with social warmth and communal 
activity.55  Beuysʼs symbols were personal but he made sure that the viewer was aware 
of their history and meaning. He explains his artworks thoroughly, for example in the 
book Joseph Beuys by Caroline Tisdall.56 In this book, twenty four artworks from the 
exhibition Joseph Beuys at the Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, New York in 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
51 Ibid. p 58 
52 I have not included Coates in this list as he does not actively do this. 
53 David Adams, "Joseph Beuys: Pioneer of a Radical Ecology," Art Journal 51, no. 2 (1992). p 30 
54 Michael Desmond, "Joseph Beuys: Stripes from the house of the shaman 1964–72," National 
Gallery of Australia(1996), 
http://artsearch.nga.gov.au/Detail.cfm?IRN=15071&PICTAUS=TRUE#_edn5. unpaginated 
55 Adams, "Joseph Beuys: Pioneer of a Radical Ecology." p 30 
56 Caroline Tisdall, Joseph Beuys, and Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum., Joseph Beuys  (New 
York: Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, 1979). 
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October 1979 are reproduced. The reproductions of Beuysʼs artworks are combined 
with explanations by Beuys underneath, elaborating on his choice of materials and their 
symbolic meaning. For example he writes of his work This is my axe, and this is the 
axe of my mother: 
 
Implied are the mysteries of bloodlines, families, races and what is passed 
on through history. My axe differs from that of my mother to the extent that 
my struggle varies from hers. By laying the weapon over my heart I 
emphasize the power of the axe as an inner weapon, and the broken 
handle underlines the ritual character of the axeʻs status as the most 
powerful of iron instruments, stretching back to the tombs of Siberia, 
initiation rites and double-headed axes.57 
 
Similarly, regarding his work Grauballe Man: 
 
Here in Grauballe Man this power field is interpreted as the upper, middle 
and lower regions of the human body, expressing thinking, feeling and will 
powers, all the things that later appear in my theory and actions. The 
skeletal form is made of copper in a series of concentric rings. Copper is 
used to suggest the quick conducting potential of the human body as an 
antenna or transmitter…58 
 
Beuys continues throughout this book to provide explanations of his work, creating a 
system by which to decipher or interpret his work, his “individual mythology” is made 
transparent in this way. 
 
Like Beuys, Barney gives explanations for his artwork and the symbolic significance of 
the materials and icons he uses to create his “individual mythology.” On his website59 
Barney explains in detail each film from his five part work The Cremaster Cycle. For 
example, under Cremaster Cycle 5, he explains the use of a flesh apron to reference 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
57 Ibid. p 30 
58 Ibid. p 34 
59 www.cremaster.net 
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“the lambskin aprons worn by Masonic candidates as a symbol for the state of 
innocence before the Fall.”60  
 
This format of explanation is continued throughout his website under each Cremaster 
Cycle webpage. Kenneth Baker writes that Barney likes to explain the meaning of his 
work in the confidence that people will take him at his word rather than discover 
meaning for theirselves;61 this authoritative position is typical of Barneyʼs work and is 
what differentiates him from those artist-shamans who offer the “gift of sight.” 
 
Both Max Ernst and Leonora Carrington created “individual mythologies” that became 
more social than individual because of their efforts to decipher them for their audience. 
Ernst used a combination of traditional alchemical symbols and personal symbols in his 
paintings, depicting images of himself and his lovers in various guises in sexualized 
landscapes filled with alchemical reference. Like Barney and Beuys, Ernst described 
the symbolic meaning of his subject matter and his “individual mythology,” particularly 
in his essays. For example M. E. Warlick compares Ernstʼs painting When Reason 
Sleeps, the Sirens Sing to one of his early essays because of the common theme of 
the blue moon and yellow sun. Ernst explains the significance in his essay of the 
colours and their meaning.62 Ernst also went to great lengths to identify himself 
personally with alchemical process and shamanism, as I shall describe later. 
Carrington similarly wrote essays that illuminated the personal meaning of her visual 
vocabulary, such as the hyena as an agent of transformation in The Debutante from 
1941, and also her work The House of Fear in 1937 that introduces the horse as a 
psychic guide.63 It is these attempts to translate their own work to the viewer that 
makes their vision authoritative. 
 
Paul Thek, on the contrary, was ambivalent about the transparency of his “individual 
mythology.” On the one hand he used highly symbolic imagery, partly garnered from 
his Catholic upbringing by his parents64 and he was also known to elaborate on this 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
60 http://www.cremaster.net/ accessed 10/4/12 
61 Kenneth Baker, "Matthew Barney, in glory all his own," San Francisco Chronicle 2006. p 2 
62 M. E. Warlick, Max Ernst and alchemy : a magician in search of myth, 1st ed., The surrealist 
revolution series (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2001). pp 212-213 
63 Whitney Chadwick, "Leonora Carrington: Evolution of a Feminist Consciousness," Woman's Art 
Journal 7, no. 1 (1986). pp 37-38 
64 Harald Falckenberg gives a good description of Thek and his Catholicism in “Freedom is First 
of all Freedom from Identification,” Harald Falckenberg et al., Paul Thek: artist's artist  (Karlsruhe, 
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symbology on numerous occasions as outlined below. But on the other hand, he was 
known by Peter Schjeldahl65 and Peter Weibel66 to repeatedly remark that he was 
“against interpretation,” in order to quash questions around meaning in art. This phrase 
became the name of Susan Sontagʼs book Against Interpretation and Other Essays 
that she dedicated to her close friend Thek in 1961. Another of Thekʼs friends, Lee Bim, 
summed it up neatly when he describes Thekʼs ambivalent position: 
 
He was a hippie and anti-hippie at the same time. Anti the clan. He was 
an anti-conformist, but also anti-conformist against anti-conformism.67 
 
This is what makes it impossible to label Thek as merely “anti” in his position: he was 
instead more multipositional. Thek was prone to renegotiating meaning. According to 
Suzanne Delehanty, his use of water, eggs and butterflies symbolized creation; meat 
and flightless birds and battered work shoes to suggest destruction and trees; ladders, 
bridges, bathtubs and boats for preservation;68 along with other common themes 
including rebirth, death and healing. Thek however, was quite ambivalent about having 
his own symbolic language decoded. For example, in an interview with Harald 
Szeemann he explains the symbolism of many icons in his work such as the corridor, 
the fountain, the trees, and the pyramid.69 However, at the 1977 exhibition Paul 
Thek/Processions at the Institute of Contemporary Art in Philadelphia, which was 
organized by Delehanty, Thek became infuriated with her for attaching the symbolism 
of the twelve apostles to his twelve sailor suits, even though Thek had apparently been 
the one that informed her of this symbolism.70  
 
Armanious, Bock, Cescon, Coates, Dwyer, Kristensen, Meese, Williams, and myself all 
create “individual mythologies:” Francesco Stoccchi describes Armanious as “the 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
Hamburg, Madrid, Cambridge, MA: ZKM/Center for Art and Media; Sammlung Falckenberg 
Hamburg; Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofia; MIT Press, 2008). pp 20-23 
65 Peter Schjeldahl, "OUT-THERE MAN," The New Yorker 2010. unpaginated 
66 Peter Weibel, “Art (re) forms and (re)forms of life”, in Falckenberg et al., Paul Thek: artist's 
artist. p 39 
67 Falckenberg, “Freedom is First of all Freedom from Identification,” ibid. p 20 
68 Suzanne Delehanty, “Paul Thek: Seeking the Way,” ibid. p 267 
69 Harald Szeemann, “Interview with Paul Thek: Duisburg, December 12, 1973” in ibid. pp 383 - 
387 
70 Lynn Zelevansky, “Life Is Just a Bowl of Cherries: The Life and Art of Paul Thek” in Elisabeth 
Sussman et al., Paul Thek : Diver, a retrospective, A Whitney Museum of American Art book 
(New York, Pittsburgh, New Haven Conn.: Whitney Museum of American Art ; Carnegie Museum 
of Art ; Distributed by Yale University Press, 2010). p 23 
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architect of his own cosmos”71 because of the elaborate individual universe he creates. 
Bock has also been linked with “individual mythologies,” for instance David Galloway 
writes that “In many ways, the young German seemed an incarnation of that spirit 
Szeemann had showcased at Documenta 5 in 1972 in a section titled ʻIndividual 
Mythologies.ʼ”72 Cesconʼs environments are littered with unexplained symbols, and she 
has created an individual “witchy” persona that interacts with the spirit world through 
her occult-like charms and performances as well as assemblages of recycled electronic 
devices. Coates uses specific animal skins and costumes for his performances and 
has created his own shamanic persona as “individual mythology.” Dwyer uses an 
intense vocabulary of shapes, forms and materials that are specific to her and often 
described as mythological73 but are never explained. Kristensen takes on a plethora of 
characters in his work that forms a sort of mirror to society, and his “individual 
mythology” is somehow the negation of these characters.74 Meeseʼs projection of his 
persona has been compared to the self-mythologising of Beuys.75 Williams creates 
sets, costumes and characters in which she performs in her unique neo-Dadaist style; 
her “individual mythology” is added to with every performance. My practice is similarly 
accumulative in terms of performances, characters and objects that build up into their 
own individual world. What links these artists in terms of their “individual mythologies” 
is that none of them attempt to decode them. “Individual mythologies” are not important 
for what the individual components denote. As Bazon Brock writes of Szeemannʼs 
choice of the title Individual Mythologies, it is:  
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
71 Francesco Stocchi, "Hany Armanious: compulsive beauty," Art and Australia 47, no. 3 (2010). p 
490 
72 Galloway, "Spray the ketchup, fling the lettuce." p 149 
73 Hamish Morrison, "Mikala Dwyer, Black Sun Blue Moon,"  
http://www.hamishmorrison.com/en/Exhibitions/Mikala-Dwyer-Black-Sun.html. 
74 Explained by Gaby Hartel, “Voice, Mask and Movement,” Kristensen, Steinar Haga Kristensen: 
Retrospective. pp21-27 
75 Roberta Smith, "Jonathan Meese," New York Times(2001), 
http://ezproxy.library.usyd.edu.au/login?url=http://search.proquest.com/docview/431784399?acco
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[A] poetic version of an aporia; mythologies only generated and used by 
individuals are a mere collection of poetic metaphors, such as one finds in 
volumes of lyric verse, thus only relevant for single works.76 
 
Brock is suggesting that the components of “individual mythologies” have no function 
outside of individual artworks because they act as metaphors within the work. By 
extension, the decoding of metaphors in individual works does not translate to an entire 
practice. For this reason I do not see any point in attempting to decode the “individual 
mythologies” of the artists in this chapter. To do so would effectively place them in the 
realm of Beuys, Barney, Ernst, and Carrington whose “individual mythologies” are not 
individual now that they have deciphered them. What is at stake is the importance of 
the opacity of these other artist-shamanʻs “individual mythologies,” and that what is set 
up here is the disruption of identification, which is discussed in chapter four, “Disrupting 
Identification.” What I hope to have shown now is that there is a rift in the artist-
shamans over the opacity or transparency of their “individual mythologies,” and now we 
will see how this rift continues when we look at the authority or non-authority in their 
identification with the shaman. 
 
Identification with the shaman: Beuys, Ernst, Carrington and Barney 
 
Beuys, Ernst, Carrington, Barney and Coates actively identify with the artist-shaman. 
What I mean by actively is that they are, or were, aware of the figure of the shaman, 
and they set about to deliberately align themselves with this figure. When a shaman is 
initiated it is very common that he or she experiences a trauma that they must resolve 
for themselves. After this they experience a rebirth of sorts77 and subsequently he or 
she may is judged able to heal others or solve others problems. As contemporary 
artist78 and shaman Marcus Coates says:  
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
76 Bazon Brock, “The Work in Progress Aims at Regress,” in Falckenberg et al., Paul Thek: 
artist's artist. p 61 
77 Warlick, Max Ernst and alchemy : a magician in search of myth. p 17 
78 Coates does not describe himself as an artist but given that his work is always presented in the 
context of contemporary art this is difficult to deny. Victoria Walters, “The Artist as Shaman: The 
Work of Joseph Beuys and Marcus Coates” in Arnd Schneider and Christopher Wright, Between 
art and anthropology : contemporary ethnographic practice, English ed. (Oxford ; New York: Berg 
Publishers, 2010). p 43 
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I work as a shaman and a shaman is traditionally someone who works 
with their community and helps solve problems that itʼs very difficult to find 
solutions for.79 
 
Beuys, Ernst and Coates all underwent trauma as part of their shamanic initiation. 
Beuys experienced a rebirth after crashing his plane in a snowstorm in Crimea during 
World War II. He was rescued by Tartars who wrapped him in fat and felt to preserve 
his body warmth, and thus saved his life.80 Beuys considered this experience as crucial 
to his further work.81 Coates experienced acute eczema in his early life. Victoria 
Walters quotes Alec Finlay in attributing Coatesʼs interest in shamanism to his 
“shadow-time,” referring to his severe eczema.82 Max Ernst experienced a symbolic 
death and rebirth associated with self-healing after trauma. Ernst identified himself 
more than his surrealist peers with the shaman83 and cultivated a shamanic alter-ego 
called Loplop, a human-bird hybrid, which is possibly the oldest and most powerful 
representation of the shaman.84 Ernst believed his identification with Loplop stemmed 
from the symbolic and synchronized death of his pet cockatoo and the birth of his 
younger sister in his early childhood. Ernst described this event as his first encounter 
with occultism, magic and witchcraft.85 In his autobiography he wrote that at the time of 
this trauma: 
 
A dangerous confusion between birds and humans became encrusted in 
his mind and asserted itself in his drawings and paintings… and even later 
Max identified himself voluntarily with Loplop, the Superior of the Birds.86 
 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
79 Walters, “The Artist as Shaman,”p 35 
80 This is quite possibly a myth perpetuated by Beuys and according to Morrissey he dreamt it 
whilst in a coma. Simon Morrissey, "Myth as Material," Contemporary Visual Arts, no. 26 (1999). 
p 42 
81 Christa Reese, "Joseph Beuys: symbols," Projekt (1989). p 47 
82 Walters, “The Artist as Shaman,” p 37 
83 Tythacott, "Surrealism and the exotic." p 73 
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85 Warlick, Max Ernst and alchemy : a magician in search of myth. p 16 
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Fig 3: Max Ernst with Loplop, 1965, photograph: Yousuf Karsh 
 
 
 
Fig 4: Max Ernst, The Robing of the Bride, 1940  
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Leonora Carrington, along with Ernst, similarly identified with the shaman, taking on the 
totem of a horse to match Ernstʼs bird.87 Although Carrington and Ernst saw 
themselves as shamans, compared the role of artist and shaman, and produced works 
full of alchemical symbology with shamanic implications such as death and rebirth,88 
they do not appear to have been interested in taking on the traditional role of healer 
and problem solver as part of their artist-shaman self-mythologies. This has been 
remarked upon by Alby Stone, who writes that both Ernst and Carrington were more 
interested in portraying themselves as shamans than fulfilling the actual role of healers, 
soothsayers and sorcerers.89 On the other hand, Coates and Beuys have both made 
this aspect of shamanism the focus of their work. As Walters writes in her article The 
Work of Joseph Beuys and Marcus Coates: “Beuysʼs work... reflects an interest in the 
therapeutic potential offered by an artistic concern with the shamanʼs role.”90 
 
Beuys promoted social change and healing on a broad level, through his actions and 
artwork. Michael Desmond writes that Beuys was “an enigmatic figure who saw himself 
as a modern shaman, healing a sick society with his performances and ritual objects.”91 
In works like 7000 Oaks from 1982, Beuys set out to plant seven thousand oaks 
throughout Kassel in Germany, each with a basalt steel marker, as a social activity to 
improve the city and environment. As described on the Walker Arts Centre website: 
“7000 Oaks truly epitomises Beuysʼs ideas about art and its ability to effect change in 
society.”92  
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Fig 5: Joseph Beuys, 7000 Oaks, 1982, photographer unknown 
 
However, Beuys did not only play the role of the shaman in healing, he also referred 
directly to the shaman by communicating with the animal world. In I Like America and 
America Likes Me (see fig. 6) he interacted with a coyote. He also made many 
drawings such as Dance of the Shaman from 1961 that directly referenced shamanism. 
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Fig 6: Joseph Beuys  , I Like America and America Likes Me, 1974, photograph: Caroline 
Tisdall   
 
Beuys is difficult to place in this group of authoritative shamans that do not give the “gift 
of sight,” in particular because of one of his most famous dictums “anyone can be an 
artist,” which places him on par with the viewer, or in his case also with the community. 
But as Jan Verwoert writes in his article “The Boss: On the Unresolved Question of 
Authority in Joseph Beuysʼs Oeuvre and Public Image,” too much emphasis has been 
placed on Beuysʼs  interpretation of his own practice and not onto the question of who 
was really in charge here: the artist or the viewer, or community? Verwoert puts it 
plainly when he writes: 
 
While [Beuys] abolished the common role of the artistʼs role and 
demonstrated in his own practice that an artist could be not only a sculptor 
or painter but also a performer, politician, philosopher, historian, 
ethnologist, musician, and so on, he nonetheless had recourse to a 
traditionally established role model when projecting an image of himself to 
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the public through the role of a visionary, spiritual authority or healer in full 
agreement with the modern myth of the artist as a messianic figure.93 
 
However, Verwoert asserts towards the end of his article94 that in many ways Beuys 
dismantled the very aura of authority that he constructed. Verwoert uses the example 
of Beuys addressing the problem of his cult of personality in one work, Der Chef, in 
which he wrapped himself in felt and lay on the floor moaning but never making an 
appearance. Verwoert sees this on one hand as a denial of gratification to the public 
and an avoidance of celebrity, but on the other hand this only adds to the mystery of 
his personality. Verwoert also points out that it makes visible the inherent impossibility 
of making a public statement or appearance without isolating oneself from the crowd, in 
which case you cannot represent the crowd. It is this isolation that places him in the 
position of leader and hero. Similarly, Mark Rosenthal makes a neat case for Beuysʼs 
authoritative “Pied Piper”95 persona when he describes him as imagining himself the 
“aesthetic healer of Germany,”96 proclaiming himself as “chief” of a political party for 
animals, washing peopleʼs feet like Christ and generally “establishing himself as a kind 
of German superstar/ artist.”97 
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Fig 7: Joseph Beuys lecturing at the Edinburgh Festival  , 1980, photograph: Richard 
Demarco 
 
 
Fig 8: Joseph Beuys, Overcome Party Dictatorship Now, 1971 
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Maintaining authority is something that Beuys holds in common with Barney and Ernst. 
Barney associates himself with the shaman deliberately by aligning himself with Beuys. 
As Mark C. Taylor writes:  
 
Matthew Barneyʼs art would not be possible without the work of Joseph 
Beuys… Beuysʼ fat and Barneyʼs petroleum jelly meet in the liquid gold of 
honey… in a similar manner, Beuysʼ hare and stag become Barneyʼs 
ram.98 
 
The difference is that although Barney references the shaman directly, he does not 
engage with the shamanʼs social role. As Kenneth Baker points out in his review of 
Drawing Restraint, those familiar with Beuys will notice the parallels between Beuys 
and Barney, but there is a fundamental difference because Barney was not interested 
in the role of shamanic healer: 
 
Both indulged in much theatricality and personal mythmaking. But Beuys 
thought of himself as a shaman and of art as a healing influence, in which 
people already participated, whether they knew it or not. He wanted 
everyone to grow into awareness. Climber that he is, Barney has removed 
himself farther and farther from us, his lowly public. Mere stardom, as he 
shows us, sheds neither light nor warmth.99 
 
As Baker suggests, Barneyʼs shaman is really only the image of one, removed from the 
public as much by purpose as much as the sheer scale of his productions that are 
produced at costs of up to £6 million,100 which, as Baker writes, leads audiences to 
ponder “who paid for all of this,”101 instead of the content of his extravagant 
productions. Barneyʼs emphasis is on image rather than actual engagement. Andrew 
Graham-Dixon tries to remedy this by writing that like Beuys, Barney plays the part of 
artist-as-shaman, using intimate and organic materials, maintaining a romantic and 
nostalgic attachment to the natural world. Graham-Dixon even goes so far as to 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
98 Mark C. Taylor, “Forgery” in Deutsche Guggenheim Berlin., Barney / Beuys : all in the present 
must be transformed  (New York: Solomon R. Guggenheim Foundation, 2006). p 107 
99 Kenneth Baker, "Matthew Barney, in glory all his own." unpaginated 
100 Andrew Graham-Dixon, "A whale of a performance Matthew Barney: Drawing Restraint," The 
Sunday Telegraph 2007. unpaginated 
101 Baker, "Matthew Barney, in glory all his own." unpaginated 
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reference the representation of the intensive fishing of krill that is endangering the 
whale species that appears in Barneyʼs work Drawing Restraint 9. What Graham-Dixon 
does not see is that whilst Beuys sought to make actual changes through his social 
actions like mass tree-plantings, Barney is only perpetuating ecological destruction in 
his epic productions which at such exorbitant costs generate huge amounts of waste in 
airfares, travel, catering, prop-making, costume, makeup and post-production alone. 
 
 
 
Fig 9: Matthew Barney, Drawing Restraint 9, 2005 
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Fig 10: Matthew Barney, The Cremaster Cycle 4, 1994  
 
 
 
 
Fig 11: Matthew Barney, The Cremaster Cycle 5, 1997 
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In an interview with Deutsche Guggenheim Berlin, Nancy Spector, curator of the 
exhibition All in the Present Must be Transformed: Matthew Barney and Joseph Beuys, 
writes that Barney sets himself apart as a non-believer in the artist as healer whilst 
Beuys saw his role as a catalyst for change: 
 
Matthew is fundamentally post-modernist; he doesnʼt believe that total 
resolution is ever really achievable, but recognises that the quest for it is 
important. Whereas it seems that Beuys truly believed that social 
transformation and a kind of broad cultural healing were entirely 
possible.102 
 
But where Spector sets Barney apart as a non-believer,103 which somehow suggests 
that Barney does not play the authoritative heroic role that Beuys does, she fails to 
mention Barneyʼs creation of heroic personas and the self-mythology that links him to 
Beuys and also to Ernst. Barneyʼs major work The Cremaster Cycle is a contemporary 
epic mythological adventure in which the hero, Barney, takes on many fantastic 
characters that perform Herculean tasks. The task of the artwork itself is monumental 
and heroic; the scale of the production, the detailing and finishing in themselves 
demand a submission of sorts, if only to the scale of the work.  In the end, despite his 
purported non-belief in resolution, Barney has created something completely resolved, 
a whole world that although open to interpretation like anything else, has a finite 
vision.104 Barneyʼs vision is shared with us but he maintains authority as the maker of 
his vision: he does not give the “gift of sight.” 
 
We have seen now in this chapter that Beuys, Barney, Ernst and Carrington are all 
authoritative about their “individual mythologies” and the way they identify with the 
shaman, we will now see how the other artists mentioned differ. 
  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
102 Deutsche Bank Artmag, "Nancy Spector,"(2006), http://db-artmag.de/archiv/2006/e/6/5/477-
2.html. 
103 She also prefaces this with the words “Maybe the time is ripe to begin talking about how 
politics can exist in art again. Matthew and I have talked a lot about this, and Matthewʼs own work 
is beginning to look more critically at the world instead of remaining within a more abstract 
model.” Ibid. 
104 This line of thought is further explored in chapter three in the section “process and porosity in 
the environments of Barney and Beuys.” 
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Chapter 2: the identity of the non-authoritative artist-shaman 
 
Hany Armanious, John Bock, Carla Cescon, Marcus Coates, Mikala Dwyer, Steinar 
Haga Kristensen, Jonathan Meese, Paul Thek, Justene Williams and myself all identify 
with the shaman in various ways, but the role we take is non-authoritative: we do not 
impose our vision upon the viewer, we ask the viewer to create their own. This chapter 
explains how each artist identifies with the shaman in this non-authoritative way. 
 
Identification with the shaman: Coates 
 
Out of all these artist-shamans Coates is the one who most obviously identifies with the 
shaman. Coates is a self-proclaimed shaman who works within the contemporary 
artworld. Coates, like Beuys, wants to effect change in society. He conducts shamanic 
rituals for individuals and in communities to help them. In an interview with curator, 
writer and director Nicolas Bourriaud, Coates describes his shamanic rituals as: 
 
Using ancient techniques to answer modern-day questions, taking on a 
role that has ceased to be commonplace in Western society. This process 
is implicit in all traditional indigenous cultures and coincidently involves 
skills not dissimilar to those used by artists – to move at will between the 
conscious and subconscious, to articulate beyond language and to be 
visionary.105 
 
Coates is describing the role of artist as comparable to that of the shaman. His first 
shamanic performance was entitled Journey to the Lower World in 2004 (see fig. 12) in 
which he filmed himself in an apartment block in Liverpool. The residents were facing 
potential demolition of their building and Coates proposed to assist them as a shaman.  
The bemused residents watched while Coates first vacuumed the floor to cleanse the 
space, spat on it and made animal noises as he entered the “Lower World” to gather 
information based on questions the residents had asked. The result was a 
documentation of a bemused and amused group of residents suspended in a 
bewildered state of belief and disbelief over what was taking place.  
 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
105 Nicolas Bourriaud, Altermodern  (New York: Tate Publishing, 2009). p 63 
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When Coates takes on the role of the healer or problem solver, his actions are 
therapeutic. He does this by going into what he calls the “Lower World” which stands in 
for an otherworld, the invisible. Coates says this otherworld that he goes into is: 
 
initially generated by my imagination and ultimately becomes independent 
from my conscious self, a place that creates time and space. I describe 
this reality and the occurrences within it to my clients, rationalising this 
place of subconscious understanding, enabling them to create 
significance and meaning.106 
 
What is crucial here in locating Coates within the group of artists who offer the “gift of 
sight” is his enabling of the community to “create significance and meaning” and the 
deferral of his authority at the end of his performance. Jonathan Griffin describes the 
significance of Coatesʼs actions in his 2007 article in Frieze magazine: 
 
While remaining deeply uneasy about the employment of artists in the 
public sphere as “problem solvers,” Coates has said that often the most 
valuable thing that comes out of such performances is the audienceʼs 
sense that they are being listened to… This is Coatesʼ best trick; despite 
looming large in the production of his words, he somehow manages to 
usher people towards a revelation of sorts within themselves.107 
 
So, rather than attempting to heal or problem solve for the community, Coates 
manages to shift the decision-making process and authority back to the community at 
the last moment. This is made possible through maintaining an air of uncertainty 
around himself: the residents are never quite sure if he is to be trusted or not, 
subsequently the response to his performances are a mixture of hilarity and belief.108 
Without this air of uncertainty and ambivalence, the audience would merely follow 
Coates rather than looking within themselves for a vision. 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
106 Ibid. p. 63 
107 Jonathan Griffin, "Marcus Coates," Frieze, no. 108 jun-aug (2007), 
http://www.frieze.com/issue/article/focus_marcus_coates/. p 220 
108 Walters, The Artist as Shaman, p 42 
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Fig 12: Marcus Coates, Journey to the Lower World, 2004, photograph: Nick David 
 
 
Fig 13: Marcus Coates, Journey to the Lower World, 2004, photograph: Nick David 
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Whilst both Beuys and Coates operate as “artist-shamans” in the therapeutic sense of 
the role, Coates positions himself in a place where he effectively defers his authority, 
whilst Beuys, although seeming to want to do this, cannot or does not succeed. 
 
Identification with the shaman: Thek 
 
Thek did not recognize his role of artist shaman as clearly as Beuys did or as Coates 
does, but his work certainly contained shamanic elements that are hard to ignore. A 
number of critics have referred to shamanism in his work, such as Suzanne Delehanty 
who likens the “hippie” in The Tomb to a shaman,109 and also Thekʼs portrayal of the 
creative personality as that of a shaman.110 A. A. Bronson also likens Fishman to a 
shaman as I have described below. Szeemann placed Thek, along with Beuys, in his 
1972 Documenta exhibition Individual Mythologies, but the original title had been 
Mysticism and Shamanism.111 Thekʼs practice was certainly associated with 
shamanism by others to some degree, even if he did not specifically reference it. The 
closest he would get to projecting or identifying with the shaman would be the creation 
of his alter-egos, but in a much less direct way than Beuys and Ernst did. Thek created 
an entombed cast of himself in The Tomb in 1967 (see fig. 14), a fish-clad version of 
himself in Fishman in 1968 (see fig. 15), and also created an invisible but shamanic 
ʻPied Piperʼ for The Personal Effects of the Pied Piper (1975-1976), amongst others. 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
109 Suzanne Delehanty, “Seeking the Way” in Falckenberg et al., Paul Thek: artist's artist. p 274 
110 Ibid. p 280 
111 Birnbaum, "When attitude becomes form." p 58 
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Fig 14: Paul Thek, The Tomb (interior view),1967, photographer unknown 
 
The Tomb was labeled “Death of a Hippie” by many people much to the disgust of 
Thek who tried futilely to end the association, stating in a letter to the curator of a 1970 
group show at The Walker Centre entitled Figures and Environments: 
 
I insist – no mention of Hippy, Death of, Life of, anything. The tomb is 
Thekʼs Tomb + all that Hippy shit is from the press. Iʼm really bored with 
that. Thekʼs Tomb + commercialized chic revolution donʼt mix.112 
 
Unfortunately for Thek, the term “Hippie” stuck, and Delehanty takes it a step further 
here: 
 
The Hippie may also be taken as a contemporary embodiment of the 
shaman, whose ancient role as the preserver of the physical and 
metaphysical equilibrium of society has been blocked by a civilization, 
which has driven him from harmony with nature.113 
 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
112 Falckenberg, “Freedom is First of all Freedom from Identification,” p 17 
113 Delehanty, “Paul Thek: Seeking the Way,” p 274 
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Even without the associations between hippies and shamans via a desired return to 
nature, the image of Thek apparently dead and with the fingers of the right hand cut off 
and placed in a pouch nearby had end-game connotations, entombed as it was, and it 
is difficult not to see it as a type of shamanic death, the rebirth occurring the next year 
in the form of Fishman. 
 
 
Fig 15: Paul Thek, Fishman, 1969, photograph: John D. Schiff 
 
Fishman is not strictly a human-animal hybrid as the shaman often appears but it 
certainly had shamanic associations. Fishman consisted of a latex cast of Thekʼs body, 
covered with casts of fish in varying sizes and formations. The arms of the body are 
raised up above his head and the fish are placed along the body all pointing upwards, 
as if swimming vertically. Fishman was suspended from a tree outside the gallery, 
whilst the gallery itself remained empty. Fishman was clearly a reference to rebirth and 
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transformation. In a letter to Peter Hujar in 1968 Thek writes: “Monday I start again a 
figure this time not dead (Reborn! Reborn!).”114 
 
Thek would have been very much aware that in Christian iconography the fish or “iktus” 
is a symbol of Christ. Hence Fishman could be a stand in for the Resurrection as 
suggested by Bazon Brock,115 but the Resurrection is itself only a stand in for rebirth, a 
concept much older than Christ.116 Although Thek depended on his extensive 
knowledge of Catholicism, he used it to convey universal concepts. Thek creates a 
narrative of classic shamanic initiation and transfiguration: a death in The Tomb, and a 
rebirth in Fishman. It is well known that Thek had a Catholic heritage and many of his 
works refer to this, but he was also versed in many other spiritual, mystical and 
religious matters. As Suzanne Delehanty writes, when Thek uses a bright yellow can of 
Comet cleaning powder in his installation it is a stand in for rebirth and renewal.117 It 
seems unlikely that Thek would not have been aware of the role of rebirth in shamanic 
initiation or at least basic concepts of shamanism. In his design class at The Cooper 
Union, later in the 1970s, one of his questions to the class was “What is a shaman?”118 
In a recent article in Stimuli, A. A. Bronson, the last living artist from the collective 
General Idea, refers to Thekʼs Fishman in relation to shamanism and Christ.119 
Fishmanʼs role as object of rebirth and initiation has also been related to Thekʼs time in 
Europe: “Fishman can be seen as an image of the resurrection of the artist on 
European ground after his dying on native soil.”120 121 
 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
114 Paul Thek, Letter from Paul Thek to Peter Hujar, December 13, 1968, in Falckenberg et al., 
Paul Thek: artist's artist. p 328 
115 Brock, “The Work in Progress Aims at Regress,” ibid. p 68 
116 James Frazer, for example, wrote about a common rebirth pattern in the myths and rituals of 
Attis, Adonis, Osiris and Dionysus - all examples of the vegetation god or corn spirit. Frazer saw 
rebirth as a commonality in the heart of primitive religions in the cradle of Western culture, the 
East Mediterranean and Asia Minor. 
117 Suzanne Delehanty, “Paul Thekʼs Comet,” Falckenberg et al., Paul Thek: artist's artist. p. 264 
118 Numerous blogs including this one: Thom Donovan, "Paul Thekʼs "Teaching Notes"," in wild 
horses on fire (New York2010). refer to Paul Thekʼs teaching notes (recently published by 
Publication Studio) for an event at the Whitney in 2010, around the exhibition Paul Thek: Diver, A 
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119 A.A. Bronson, "Item Idem vs. AA Bronson," stimuli: compendium of creativity 2008. p. 104 
120 Paul Sztulman, "Paul Thek, A Fish Out of Water," May Revue 6(2011), 
http://mayrevue.com/PSztulman6-ENG.  
121 Thek suffered in his artistic career partly through his disparate artistic life between Europe and 
America, particularly his approximately ten year absence from America whilst in Europe. Upon his 
return to the US his artistic status had dwindled considerably although there are many reasons 
attributed to this.  
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Whether or not Fishman was specifically shamanistic it can be argued that the 
symbology was equal to that of shamanic initiation. Thekʼs work in general has been 
referred to in these terms. Suzanne Delehanty describes him as wanting to “reclaim the 
artistʼs ancient role as seer.”122 The seer is closely allied or stands in for the shaman. 
We can see that Thek is allied with the shaman through his symbology but what is 
important is that he did not have the authoritative vision that we see in Beuys, Barney, 
Carrington and Ernst, which is probably partly why he never referred directly to the 
shaman, but skirted around a definitive projection of his persona, whilst clearly 
regarding his role to be similar to that of the shaman as social healer. Like Beuys and 
Coates, as Falckenberg writes: 
 
Thek and his collaborators… were entirely serious about their regression 
to the original meaning (arché) of religious ceremonies and cultic rites: 
they really wanted to re-establish the celebration of Christmas, Good 
Friday, Easter, Whitsuntide, and so forth, thus re-founding anew a 
calendar of events no longer bereft of content. At the time, I personally 
regarded this as one of the most meaningful ambitions of artists like 
Beuys and James Lee Byars.123 
 
Thek lacked the authority of Beuys though, and when asked to describe his works he 
said “Theyʼre agnostic. They lead to nowhere except perhaps to a kind of freedom.”124 
It is this non-authoritative attitude that allows Thek to offer the “gift of sight.”  
 
Thek had a much more open view than Beuys, and Falckenberg points out that 
although Beuys and Thek met, they did not become friends, partly because Thek did 
not share Beuysʼs  “penchant for public posturing or his fondness for chalking up socio-
political models on blackboards.”125 According to Falckenberg, “the crucial point is that 
Thek, who cared little for his individual fate, was not willing to represent social and 
political positions.”126 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
122 Delehanty, “Paul Thekʼs Comet,” p. 263 
123 Brock, “The Work in Progress Aims at Regress,” p 57 
124 Falckenberg, “Freedom is First of all Freedom from Identification,” p 22 
125 Falckenberg et al., Paul Thek: artist's artist. p 24 
126 Ibid. p 26 
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Thek was not unaware of politics, he simply didnʼt believe in the power of art to make a 
radical difference in a pointed way. Morrissey describes the difference between Beuys 
and Thek: 
 
Unlike Beuys, whom we perceive as having an evangelical belief in the 
transformative power of art, Thek was painfully aware of the limitation of 
art to change the world.127 
 
At the same time Thek was not cynical about the role of art, as Peter Weibel writes: 
 
 …changes in art forms signify changes in the forms of life. Thek does not 
just speak of such changes to social structure, he realises them artistically 
in his oeuvre.128 
 
Despite this, compared to Beuys, Thek was an anti-hero. As Morrissey notes, any 
healing he attempted was directed inwards towards himself rather than towards the 
outer world.129 It seems that any associations with shamanism were born out of his 
interest in the mythic narrative, rather than through an attempt to create a shamanic 
persona. Morrissey writes that although he employed mythic types, unlike Beuys he did 
not use them to formulate a public artistic persona. Although seemingly referencing 
shamanism and what it entailed, Thek denied any engagement with the otherworld or 
the invisible unconscious. When art critic and curator Gene Swenson included him in 
the exhibition Art in the Mirror at MoMA, New York in 1966, Swenson presented his 
work as a type of contemporary Surrealism, wanting to locate Thek within a “post-
Freudian sensibility,” asking him the question: “Are you making investigations of the 
subconscious?” Thek replied: 
 
Not at all, no. The fetishistic and dream aspects, the sexual aspects if you 
want to call them that, of my work donʼt interest me and I donʼt think about 
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128 Peter Weibel, “Art (re)forms and (re)forms of life,” Falckenberg et al., Paul Thek: artist's artist. 
129 Morrissey, "Myth as Material." p 43 
  
42 
them, except to avoid them directly. I donʼt want people to be involved in 
my dream world… nor do I want to be involved in it myself. 130  
 
At the same time in the interview Thek confirms his work is basically Surrealist,131 but 
whilst Thek may not wish to position himself as concerned with the subconscious, he 
refers earlier in his interview to the viewerʼs internal battle with their instinctive 
reactions when looking at his meat pieces. Swenson asks: “Is it a matter of getting 
people so familiar with mutilated flesh that their reactions are dulled?”132to which Thek 
replies: 
 
Their reactions are already dulled. It would be a revitalization. We are 
dulled now in not being able to look at these things. “We see half a world,” 
you said. I like to goad people into seeing more than they do.133 
 
Thek goes on to say that he wants people to clear their minds and look rather than 
instantly presenting a wall. It is this desire he has to have the viewer look at things in 
another way, or to see this other half of the world that is not visible, that links Thek with 
what we have discussed as the role of the artist-shaman who offers the “gift of sight.” 
Thek goes on to explain his work in a striking resemblance to what Butler has 
described as the “stain” or Bataille as “alteration” when he says: 
 
I attempt to take something that is erratic, slimy – uncontrollable – and 
control it. I try to look closely at something that is disturbing and detach 
myself from it.134 
 
In this case Thek is referring to his flesh pieces directly. He wants the viewer to take a 
step back to the time before judgement is passed, before the viewer is disturbed, to a 
detached place before “alteration,” before the image is altered, or what Butler might call 
the “stain:” that place when something is looked at in all itʼs possibilities, before it has 	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Skin: Interview with Paul Thek” Artnews 65, no. 2 (April 1966), p 66-67) 
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been framed, so to speak, by the artist or the viewer. This is why Thek says he wants 
to goad the viewer into seeing more than he or she does, because he wants to offer the 
“gift of sight.”  
 
Identification with the shaman: Meese, Bock 
 
Both Jonathan Meese and John Bock make nonsensical and hyper-expressive 
performances that take place in the elaborate installations they create. There is a 
strong parallel between the ecstatic state that the shaman enters into whilst journeying 
in the otherworld and the seemingly delirious state that Meese and Bock operate in 
within the otherworlds. This parallel is the basis for the comparisons that have been 
drawn between their work and shamanism. Meeseʼs highly charged narratives, in which 
he is seemingly (and in some cases is definitely) intoxicated135 have reinforced this 
image of the artist-shaman achieving a state of delirium and ecstasy through ritualised 
performance. Tom Holert describes Meese as an “Ultimate myth-o-man, post-Beuysian 
neo-shaman, excessive ritualist,”136 and Tricia Robson writes that “he has been 
compared to a shaman, entering the trance-like and emotionally charged stage of his 
own counter-world of art.”137 
 
David Galloway also compares Meese to the shaman via Beuys. He describes Meeseʼs 
quest for the transcendental: 
 
many viewers will ask, as they often did of Beuys, whether they are 
dealing here with a shaman or a charlatan. It is a question that visitors 
must answer for themselves, in dialogue with works whose essential and 
most central premise is that an art created without rules or restrictions 
provides the ideal forum for just such a dialogue.138 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
135 Meese has been known to consume a whole bottle of wine on stage during his performances. 
Benjamin V. Stuckrad-Barre, “Irritating Action Art” in (Ed. Deichtorhallen Hamburg) Jonathan 
Meese, Mama Johnny, French-English ed. (Köln: Verlag der Buchhandlung Walther König, 2007). 
p 305 
136 Tom Holert, "Jonathan Meese," Artforum 2006. p 118 
137 Tricia Robson, "From merz to metabolism: viewer response to the artwork of Kurt Schwitters 
and Jonathan Meese" (1476975, University of Colorado at Boulder, 2010). p 30 
138 David Galloway, "Inside a German artist's idiosyncratic universe INTERNATIONAL LIFE," 
International Herald Tribune 2006. unpaginated 
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The total freedom that Meese invokes is reflected in his choice of energy as a theme in 
his installation and performance Fraülein Atlantis in 2007 (see fig. 17). Robson writes 
that in an interview with Karlheinz Essl and Karlheinz Jnr, Meese proclaims that:  
 
The central theme is energy, ultimate energy: power, force fields, 
revolution, love, playing, letting things happen, letting rip, being confused, 
animals, humans, ultimate art, total art.139 
 
Robson in a footnote compares this to “a reheated romantic topos of the artist as 
shaman”140 and as I have mentioned in the introduction, it recalls Mircea Eliadeʼs 
description of a shamanic practice as a “technique of ecstasy.”141  
 
 
Fig 16: Jonathan Meese, Hot Earl Green Sausage Tea Barbie (First Flush) (installation 
view), 2011, image courtesy of Bortolami Gallery 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
139 Jr Karlheinz Essl and Robert Fleck, Fräulein Atlantis  (Munich; New York: Prestel Publishing, 
2008). p 9 
140 Robson, "From merz to metabolism: viewer response to the artwork of Kurt Schwitters and 
Jonathan Meese." p 39 
141 Eliade, Shamanism: Archaic Techniques of Ecstasy. p 4 
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Fig 17: Jonathan Meese, Fraülein Atlantis (performance still), 2007, photograph: Jan 
Bauer 
 
John Bock, a contemporary of Meese, creates similarly complex theatrical artworks that 
become the sets for his excessive performances. It is these performances that have led 
him to be linked to shamanism.142 Bock occupies his installation space like Meese, his 
performances are often seemingly nonsensical and chaotic, and he performs with a 
deeply earnest if less excitable attitude. Certain aspects of his performative work have 
caused critics to draw parallels with Beuys. David Galloway describes Bockʼs direct 
references to Beuys such as his use of blackboards, and a restaging of Beuysʼs  art 
tutorial addressed to a dead hare in Gast 2004 (see fig. 18).143 Jens Hoffman describes 
Bock as being repeatedly linked to the mystical world of Beuys,144 and Daniel Birnbaum 
relates his performances to Eliadeʼs description of ecstatic techniques and 
shamanism.145 But where Beuysʼs agenda was made clear by his diagrams and 
lectures, Bockʼs is hidden because of its essentially nonsensical nature. Galloway 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
142 For example, Daniel Birnbaum, "Seiltricks," Parkett, no. 67 (2003). pp 33-37 
143 Galloway, "Spray the ketchup, fling the lettuce." p 149 
144 Jens Hoffmann, "John Bock: ars combinatoria," Parkett, no. 67 (2003). p 23 
145 Birnbaum, "Seiltricks." p 33, p 36 
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writes Bock has been compared to the medieval fool, “whose function was to amuse 
the court but who often had a private agenda of social and political criticism.”146 
  
 
Fig 18: John Bock, Gast, 2004, video still 
 
However this agenda is never made clear to anyone other than Bock and appears to 
be more concerned with creating an air of uncertainty and confusion around his work 
than divulging any “truth,” that requires his viewers to engage, not to be told something, 
but in order to discover it for themselves.  
 
Identification with the shaman: Armanious 
 
Hany Armanious links himself with the shaman throughout his work, as do his critics. 
For example, a recurring icon in his work is the interlocking initials C and C in the style 
of the Coco Chanel logo. It is suggested by Jason Markou147 that it refers to Carlos 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
146 Galloway, "Spray the ketchup, fling the lettuce." p 149 
147 Jason Markou, “Hany Armanious,” in Wayne Tunnicliffe, Art Gallery of New South Wales., and 
Balnaves Foundation., Adventures with form in space: the fourth Balnaves Foundation Sculpture 
Project, Art Gallery of New South Wales, 9 August-17 September 2006, Balnaves Foundation 
sculpture project (Sydney: Art Gallery of New South Wales, 2006). p 10.11 
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Castaneda; Andrew Frost also mentions that Armanious references Castaneda in 
conversation.148 Castaneda was an anthropologist and the author of The Teachings of 
Don Juan in 1968, which was the first in a series of books on shamanic practice based 
on Castanedaʼs apparent149 peyote experiences with Don Juan Matus, a Yaqui 
sorceror living in the Mexican desert. Writers such as Robert Leonard,150 Roberta 
Smith,151 Francesco Stocchi,152 and Debra Jenks153 have all compared Armaniousʼs 
practice to that of Joseph Beuys because of the common theme of shamanism. Many 
other writers and critics have referred to shamanism and alchemy in relation to 
Armaniousʼs work. For example, Rebecca Coates writes in the catalogue for Uncanny 
Nature at the Australian Centre for Contemporary Art in 2006: 
 
Hany Armanious is part shaman, part 21st century alchemist. He turns 
everyday plastic to gold: a contemporary witch-doctor in a Western world 
he presents what shouldnʼt be there, what lies out of sight and out of 
mind, or exists wholly in our imagination154 
 
Similarly, Charlotte Day refers to Armaniousʼs “disposition for drawing on ritual, 
alchemy and shamanism.”155 
 
Anne Ellegood also mentions his references to shamanism and alchemy,156 and Eve 
Sullivan, describes him as a “self-styled twentieth century alchemist.”157 This makes 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
148 Andrew Frost, "In the Heart of the Wood," Australian Art Collector, October-December, 2006. 
p 157 
149 It has been debated as to whether or not Castaneda actually experienced what he describes 
firsthand, see for example this article Robert Marshall, "The dark legacy of Carlos," Salon(2007), 
http://www.salon.com/2007/04/12/castaneda/. 
150 Robert Leonard, “Catalogue of Errors,” in Robert Leonard and Jason Markou Institute of 
Modern Art, City Gallery, Hany Armanious: Morphic Resonance  (Brisbane and Wellington: IMA, 
City Gallery, 2007). p 29 
151 Roberta Smith, "Hany Armanious: Year of the Pig Sty," The New York Times, Nov 23 2007. p 
E40 
152 Stocchi, "Hany Armanious: compulsive beauty." p 490 
153 Debra Jenks, "Muckrakers and mudslingers on 27th St," Chelsea Now, Oct 26 - Nov 1 2007. p 
23 
154 Rebecca Coates, "Uncanny Nature," ed. Australian Centre for Contemporary Art (Southbank, 
VIC: Australian Centre for Contemporary Art, 2006). unpaginated 
155 Charlotte Day, "TarraWarra Biennial 2008: Lost & found: an archeology of the present," 
(2008). p 57 
156 Anne Ellegood, “Stopping the World” in (ed.) Stephanie Holt et al., Hany Armanious: The 
Golden Thread, trans. SBS In-Language (Sydney: Australia Council for the Arts, 2011). p 27 
157 Eve Sullivan, "Hany Armanious: prostrated offerings from a twentieth-century alchemist," Art 
and Australia 39, no. 2, 2001 (2001). p 230 
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sense on an immediate level due to his choice of materials, the presentation of objects 
with magical and alchemical properties, the allusions to mysticism and spirituality, and 
his obsession with process as evidenced by his use of “hotmelts.” But upon closer 
inspection it becomes apparent that Armanious is on a completely different journey to 
Beuys, one that eschews the type of idealism that Beuys embraced. Adam Jasper 
writes that: 
 
Armaniousʼs artistic practice has always teased the boundaries of 
shamanism, with a deftness and intelligence that makes it impossible to 
determine when he is parodying the esotericism that he invokes.158 
 
Whilst Beuys plays the role of heroic shaman selling his ideology as a cure-all to the 
problems of society, Armanious is the shaman-trickster, meddler and court jester, 
humourously exposing the follies of idealism whilst simultaneously investigating them. 
Jeff Gibson refers to this when he calls him “another jester in the courts of 
contemporary culture,”159taking material from everywhere and anywhere, and 
reassembling it into complex narratives. But, as Gibson points, out this is no simple 
reactionary process of anti-aesthetic gesture, rather “these juxtapositions evince a 
complicated (sha)manic quality that is both deeply iconoclastic and thoroughly 
authorial.”160 
 
This duality of trickster or true shaman is expressed in, for example, the title of his 1994 
installation Snake Oil. This has been remarked upon by writers like Olivier Krischer,161 
Simon Rees162 and Robert Leonard163 as symptomatic of  false promises, hoaxes, 
cure-alls and charlatanry. Adam Jasper describes Armanious as a self-deprecating and 
apologetic shaman164 and also writes: 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
158 Jasper, "Hany Armanious: Unreality Bites." p 76 
159 Jeff Gibson, "The good and bad and the abstract," Art and Text (1993). p 46 
160 Ibid. p 46 
161 Olivier Krischer, "Hany Armanious: Plundering the Uncanny Valley," Artasiapacific, may-june 
2011. p 124 
162 Simon Rees, "Hany Armanious at Roslyn Oxley9," Flash Art 36, no. 232, Oct. 2003 (2003). p 
48 
163 Leonard, “Catalogue of Errors,” p 21 
164 Adam Jasper, “The Fetish Object,” in Holt et al., Hany Armanious: The Golden Thread. p 63, p 
69 
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No one inhabits the parlous territory formed by the overlap of the occult-
as-art and art-as-a-cult more nimbly than the Egyptian-born Australian 
artist Hany Armanious… Simultaneously hilarious and queerly earnest, he 
has positioned himself as a kind of ludic shaman, a nemesis to Joseph 
Beuys.165 
 
In this case, although some have questioned Beuysʼs validity as a shaman,166 in 
general he was far more earnest than Armanious. If there is to be any earnest 
embracement of the artist as shaman from Armanious, it is as a medium between 
states, emphasising transition, transformation and transgression. In this way, the role 
of the artist as shaman becomes not so much as an authoritarian figure of magical 
proportions but one concerned with some type of hybridity, process and 
experimentation (I explore this aspect of Armaniousʼs work in chapter three: process 
and porosity in the environment of the artist-shaman). The key to understanding the 
difference between the shamanism of Beuys, Barney, Carrington and Ernst and that of 
Armaniousʼs is his attitude of ambivalence. Perhaps Leonard puts it best in saying that: 
 
Armanious shares much with Beuys and Barney167… But his work couldnʼt 
be more different. Beuys and Barney frame up their endeavours as deadly 
serious and deeply consequential… By contrast Armaniousʼs works 
suggest late night studio epiphanies… while he engages us in the 
seductive idea of art as a transformative or transcendental project, the 
deeper we get into it the more we become mired in mixed metaphors and 
conceits.168 
 
Armaniousʼs attitude is one of humility and his offering of “mixed metaphors and 
conceits,” rather than the dubious hope of grand solutions, is both an acceptance and a 
coming to terms with the chaos of reality. By offering a state of confusion he forces the 
viewer to give this amorphous mass their own structure and simultaneously makes this 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
165 Adam Jasper, "Hany Armanious: Pragmatic metaphysics, painstaking copies and infinite 
pedestals," Frieze Magazine, 01/04/08 2008.  
166 Galloway, "Inside a German artist's idiosyncratic universe INTERNATIONAL LIFE." 
unpaginated 
167 Leonard describes Matthew Barney as Beuysʼs  disciple in Leonard, “Catalogue of Errors,” p 
29 
168 Leonard, “Catalogue of Errors,” p 30 
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process visible to each viewer their own methods of seeing.169 This is how Armanious 
offers the “gift of sight.”  
 
Identification with the shaman: Cescon, Dwyer, Williams 
 
Carla Cescon, Mikala Dwyer and Justene Williams identify with the shaman through 
their engagement with the spirit world and the way they make this visible. They all 
attempt to activate spirits from an invisible world through objects. In a collaborative 
performance and installation at Penrith Regional Gallery as part of the group Alterbeast 
(of which they are core members), they began with a séance.170 In another 
collaboration, a video work exhibited as part of Alterbeast at Gertrude Contemporary in 
Melbourne, Cescon, Dwyer and Tina Havelock Stevens went searching in Kings Cross, 
Sydney for zombies with a video camera. There are also strong links with shamanism 
in each of the artistʼs individual practices. Dwyerʼs work has often been noted for its 
animistic and shamanic qualities. Andrew Paul Wood writes: 
 
I have often thought there was something slightly shamanic about Mikala 
Dwyerʼs work – the way she invests an almost animistic intensity into the 
object.171 
 
Dwyerʼs objects often appear to house spirits or beings, which is why her work is often 
described as animistic. The meaning of animism is controversial particularly as it is 
considered to have derogatory implications towards the so-called “primitive” societies it 
originally described.172 This situation is described well on the website for the travelling 
exhibition Animism by Anselm Franke: 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
169 As I discuss in chapters four and five. 
170 Email interview between Carla Cescon and Clare Milledge, 28/2/12 2012. 
171 Andrew Paul Wood, "Littered Under Mercury," White Fungas Magazine 2007. unpaginated 
172 The term “primitive” is often not used in contemporary texts due to the negative implications 
that it has. I use it in this thesis because it is actually in reference to earlier writers who have used 
it, and because I argue that what they try to denote as “primitive” concepts are in fact existent in 
contemporary cultures today. 
  
51 
The normative modern understanding of the concept holds animism to be 
a pre-modern social and psychological mechanism by means of which 
nature and things were erroneously endowed with souls and agency.173 
 
This stems from early modernist descriptions such as those by Sigmund Freud in 
Totem and Taboo published in 1913. Freud describes animism as a societyʼs belief 
that the world is peopled with “innumerable spiritual beings both benevolent and 
malignant; and these spirits and demons they regard as the causes of natural 
phenomena and they believe that not only animals and plants but all the inanimate 
objects in the world are animated by them.”174 
 
However, Dwyer shows us through her sculptural installations that these notions are 
just as present in contemporary thinking. Dwyer often refers to ghosts or spirits, for 
example the ghost forms she refers to in an email to Ann Loxley regarding her work 
IOU from 1996.175 Also, her work on Cockatoo Island for the Sydney Biennale in 2010 
(see fig. 20) engaged with ghosts from the islandʼs past.176 The impression of animism 
is enhanced by Dwyerʼs presentation of her sculptures and objects in circles as if they 
were communing together (see figures 19 and 20). By entering into the sculptural 
installation to view it, the viewer becomes a player entering into a ritual space, watched 
by the objects. It is in these circles and installations that we see how Dwyer fits into the 
category of those artists who offer the “gift of sight” because they invite the viewer in to 
experience for themselves this hidden spirit world. As Byrt writes: 
 
Like mirrors of her installations, the occult rituals Dwyer references create 
charged fields of action; they are places that must be entered in order to 
cross into the parallel dimensions they promise.177 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
173Extra City, "Animism: A collaboration between Extra City and M HKA (2010-2012),"  
http://www.extracity.org/en/projects/view/52. 
174 Sigmund Freud, Totem and taboo; some points of agreement between the mental lives of 
savages and neurotics  (London: Routledge & Paul, 1950). p 76 
175 Anne Loxley, "Mikala Dwyer: coalescence and dissolution," Art World, no. 3 (2008). p 2 
(Loxley quotes an email from Dwyer to Loxley, 19 April 2008). 
176 Anthony Byrt, "Frontier Spirits," Frieze Magazine, May 2011  p 105 
177 Ibid. p 105 
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Fig 19: Mikala Dwyer, Outfield (installation view), 2009 
 
 
Fig 20: Mikala Dwyer, An Apparition of a Subtraction (installation view), 2010  
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Fig 21: Mikala Dwyer, Swamp Geometry (installation view), 2008 
 
Like Dwyer, Carla Cescon also invites the viewer to participate in communication or 
interaction with the otherworld through her construction of ritual space. Cescon 
engages with the supernatural, playing out the role of shaman as mediator between 
worlds such as in her installation entitled Nightcrawlers and Shapeshifters: 100 Days 
and Nights in Search of The Ramones (see fig. 22).178  
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
178 Artspace, Sydney 16 March - 14 April 2007. Artspace, "Night Crawlers & Shape-shifters: 100 
Days and Nights in Search of the Ramones, Carla Cescon," Artspace, 
http://www.artspace.org.au/gallery_project.php?i=63. 
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Fig 22: Carla Cescon, Nightcrawlers and Shapeshifters: 100 Days and Nights in Search 
of The Ramones (installation view), 2007 
 
In this installation, Cescon tracks her attempts to get in touch with the deceased Joey 
Ramone from the band The Ramones after he appears to her in a dream. Joey has told 
Cescon in her dream that he will get in touch with her via E.V.P. or Electronic Visual 
Phenomena179 that appears in the close monitoring of white noise from television, radio 
and video playback. To make sure she does not miss his message, Cescon stays 
awake for one hundred days and one hundred nights with the help of dextro-
amphetamine, and records her whole experience, which is scrawled in diary entries on 
the walls.180 The rest of the room is laid out as she might have experienced her wait. 
 
Rather than presenting a vision of her communication with Joey, what Cescon is doing 
here is inviting the viewer to take part in the vision. Cescon takes this a step further in 
her work at the Australian Experimental Art Foundation in Adelaide, in 2012. In a joint 
exhibition with myself called Maximalist Ritualist, Cescon created an installation of 
audio and visual electronics that was set up so that viewers may sit at any of the chairs 
provided (or stand) and communicate with spirits from the other world. The 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
179 Another variant is Electronic Voice Phenomena as mentioned hereafter. 
180 I discuss this work further in chapter three: “process and porosity in the work of Armanious, 
Cescon and Thek.” 
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phenomenon of hearing voices from the otherworld through electronic equipment is 
also known as Electronic Voice Phenomena or E.V.P. In this way she offers the “gift of 
sight,” she sets up the scenario for the viewer to directly engage with the otherworld, 
letting them hear their own “voices,” or not, making their own decisions as to what they 
experience in the work. 
 
 
Fig 22: Carla Cescon, Untitled, 2012, photograph: Clare Milledge 
 
Justene Williamsʼs practice has also been associated with shamanism because of her 
ongoing projects that make a return to Dadaist culture, restaging events and reworking 
ideas in a way that references shamanism. For example, Helen Hughes describes her 
work Tauberguard Freak Mix in 2008 as “a multi-channel video installation that 
documented her semi-shamanic attempt to channel the spirit of the Dadaist Sophie 
Täuber-Arp.”181  
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
181 Helen Hughes, "Before and After Science: 2010 Adelaide Biennial of Australian Art," Artlink 
30, no. 2 (2010), http://www.artlink.com.au/articles/3419/before-and-after-science-2010-adelaide-
biennial-of/. unpaginated 
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In these events she enters a trance state182 through her dance as she animates the 
environment she has constructed, such as in Derr Sonata (see fig. 23). The trance 
state that Williams enters is similar to that of the shaman, in that both use movement 
and dance. Williams is an experienced dancer, and as Anne Loxley writes,  
 
Williamsʼ choreography is compelling. She favours repetitive actions, 
usually mundane and awkward but physical grace is also part of her 
palette.183 
 
 Loxley also refers to her endless chanting and her actions that approach self-
harm.184The trance state is particular to shamanism, because as Eliade writes: 
  
Any ecstatic cannot be considered a shaman; the shaman specializes in a 
trance during which his soul is believed to leave his body and ascend to 
the sky or descend to the underworld.185 
 
Dance has been associated with shamanic trance, for example in the kagura, the 
ancient Japanese ritual dance, although it is rarely practiced now as actual shamanic 
possession-trance, those were itʼs origins.186 In  Northern Eskimo communities, what 
were once shamanic dance rituals have now become contemporary dance practices.187 
Christine S. Vanpool also points to the relationship of dance, chanting and self-harm 
with shamanic trance states in her article “The Shaman-Priests of the Casas Grandes 
Region, Chihuahua, Mexico.”188 The shamanic trance state can be referred to as 
possession-trance as it is above by Averbuch, and Leah Gordon in her book on Vodou 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
182 Pamela Hansford quotes Williams as describing this in Pamela Hansford, “Voodoo Child,” in 
Balnaves Foundation Australian Centre for Contemporary Art, "New11," ed. Australian Centre for 
Contemporary Art (Southbank Australian Centre for Contemporary Art, 2011). p 56 
183 Anne Loxley, "Berlin Burghers Microwave Monet:  A yeti for the times,"(2010), 
http://www.penrithregionalgallery.org/cms/cmsfiles/Williams%20essay.pdf. p 2 
184 Ibid. p 2 
185 Eliade, Shamanism: Archaic Techniques of Ecstasy. p 5 
186 Irit Averbuch, "Shamanic Dance in Japan: The Choreography of Possession in Kagura 
Performance," Asian Folklore Studies 57, no. 2 (1998). p 294 
187 Thomas F. Johnston, "Contemporary Emphases in Northern Eskimo Dance," International 
Review of the Aesthetics and Sociology of Music 22, no. 1 (1991). p 47 - 79 
188 Christine S. VanPool, "The Shaman-Priests of the Casas Grandes Region, Chihuahua, 
Mexico," American Antiquity 68, no. 4 (2003). p 698 
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and Kanaval. Gordon writes of the Vodou religion as using possessive ritual189as part 
of their practice, this is described later in her book in an article by Madison Smartt Bell 
when he writes that Haitian Vodou evolved from African ancestor worship and that it 
involves vacating oneʼs body so that it may be possessed by spirits.190 Pamela 
Hansford describes Wiliamsʼs work as revisiting the true meaning of voodoo by 
contacting the protective spirits of clan elders,191 for example the art historical figure of 
Dadaist culture, Baroness Elsa Von Freytag, who Hansford credits with giving 
Duchamp his urinal,192 and also the Futurist Valentine de Saint Point.193 Hansford 
writes that the true meaning of voodoo has been displaced by B-grade movies and 
other superficial representations of voodoo, whereas Williams has a ritualistic practice 
in which she channels her adopted ancestors through trance and dance. It is this 
“technique of ecstasy” as Mircea Eliade calls it194 that links Williams with shamanism, 
combined with her journey into the otherworld. It is important to note that Williams 
channels female art ancestors who have largely been ignored in art history, despite 
having been highly active as artists in their time.195 In this sense she also makes visible 
what is not. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
189 Leah Gordon, “Introduction,” in Leah Gordon, Kanaval - Vodou, Politics and Revolutiion on the 
Streets of Haiti, ed. Stuart Baker, 1 ed. (London: Soul Jazz Publishing, 2010). p 10 
190 Madison Smartt Bell, “Spirit Sources of the Haitian Revolution,” ibid. p 131 
191 Australian Centre for Contemporary Art, "New11." p 56 
192 Ibid. p 56 
193 Loxley, "Berlin Burghers Microwave Monet:  A yeti for the times". unpaginated 
194 see my Introduction” p 3. 
195 Gardner describes this well. Anthony Gardner, "An Isle Full of Noises," in Justene Williams : 
bighead garbageface guards ghost derr sonata, ed. Art Gallery of New South Wales. (Sydney: 
AGNSW, 2009). unpaginated. 
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Fig 23: Justene Williams, Derr Sonata, 2008  
 
Dwyer, Cescon and Williams all identify with the shaman through consciously 
interacting with the otherworld, and by creating ritualised environments that the viewer 
takes part in. This is less so for Williams as she exhibits video of performances that 
have taken place within the environment rather than displaying the actual environment, 
but unlike Barneyʼs films and videos of performance in ritualised space, Williams does 
not direct or explain her vision. As Gardner writes, her works “refuse to yield a clear 
sense of harmony for the viewer, or an overtly activist usefulness through the 
presumed laboratory of art.”196 That is, Gardner writes, they make sense neither 
through their references to historical figures and ideas, nor do they offer answers to our 
present circumstances through a reference to the political activities of Dada, but rather 
they present us with confusion and chaos that is blinding rather than clarifying. 
Gardener goes on to write that she tracks her gaze in Headcam,197 the camera follows 
her head movement as she searches through thousands of images on her studiowall, 
that this motion tracks her desire, pausing as she does to isolate particular images from 
others but this search has no resolution, ultimately she refuses all circumscription. It is 
this confusion and chaos, blinding vision and tracking of the gaze that allows Williams 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
196 Ibid. unpaginated 
197 Ibid. unpaginated 
  
59 
to fall into the category of artists who offer the “gift of sight” because her vision is non-
authoritative. Williams identifies with the shaman by entering the possessive trance 
particular to the shaman through her dance, chanting and chaotic agitations, but she 
does not return with a cohesive vision or answer, she leaves us in suspense. 
 
Identification with the shaman: Kristensen and myself 
 
Steinar Haga Kristensen and myself identify with the shaman in both our individual and 
collaborative practices, and critics have linked our work with shamanism, but unlike 
Dwyer, Cescon and Williams, our attitude is more difficult to locate. Whilst Dwyer, 
Cescon and Williams are genuine in their engagements with the otherworld, and also 
have an understanding of the ways the viewer might connect with it, for myself and 
Kristensen the engagement is less certain, creating an unstable, ambivalent and often 
uncomfortable situation.  
 
For Kristensen and myself, the role of the shaman is explored through a variety of 
characters with shamanic associations. In an early video collaboration Revenge of the 
Third World (see fig. 24) in 2006, first exhibited at Members Club, Oslo Arts Festival 
2006, Kristensen in the guise of a hippie performs a shamanic drumming ceremony in 
the mountains of Norway. Traditionally, the drum is a crucial tool for the shaman and 
becomes his mount when he goes into trance.198 Eliade writes that the drum is of 
primary importance in shamanic ceremonies:199  
 
According to Lehtisaloʼs Yurak-Samoyed informants, initiation proper 
begins with learning to drum; it is on this occasion that the candidate is 
able to see the spirits.200 
 
True to this shamanic belief, in the video after the hippie begins drumming, spirits are 
made visible, and the author appears as a troll spirit, invoked by the hippieʼs drumming 
and proceeds to whip him viciously.  
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
198 F. Georg Heyne, "The Social Significance of the Shaman among the Chinese Reindeer-
Evenki," Asian Folklore Studies 58, no. 2 (1999). p. 384 
199 Eliade, Shamanism: Archaic Techniques of Ecstasy. p 168 
200 Ibid. p 38 
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Fig 24: Steinar Haga Kristensen (in collaboration with Clare Milledge), The Revenge of 
the Third World, 2006 
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In another collaboration Der Kleine Mensch in 2006 (see fig. 25 and 26) a collaboration 
between D.O.R.,201 Tori Wrånes, Sebastian Slåtten and myself, a hippie couple take 
the role of the shaman, invoking the spirits of nature in their hippie camp and through 
their altar of occult and spiritual objects. Their shamanic powers are more accidental 
than powerful, and whilst attempting to commune with nature, the hippies accidentally 
invoke trolls, and the man is eaten by them. In both The Revenge of the Third World 
and Der Kleine Mensch, the hippie-as-shaman is a figure of pity and derision, able to 
access the spirit world but unable to control it.202 In this way the shaman does not take 
an authoritative position, it is one of disempowerment and confusion.  
 
 
Fig 25: D.O.R. in collaboration with Clare Milledge, Tori Wrånes and Sebastian Slåtten, 
Der Kleine Mensch (performance views), 2006, photograph: Clare Milledge 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
201 Steinar Haga Kristensen, Kristian Øverland Dahl and Sverre Gullesen are the core members 
of the group D.O.R. who often work with other artists, and operate a gallery in Brussels called 
Gallery D.O.R. http://www.d-o-r.org/Gallery%20D.O.R.%20archive.html accessed 13/2/13 
202 It should be noted that the narratives were very unclear in both actual performances and that 
these comments are a retrospective interpretation of only some aspects of the work. 
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Fig 26: D.O.R. in collaboration with Clare Milledge, Tori Wrånes and Sebastian Slåtten, 
Der Kleine Mensch (performance views), 2006, photograph: Clare Milledge 
 
Kristensen has a large number of characters that he plays out in his work. Gaby Hartel 
describes one of them as “a kind of artist-as-seer,”203 but Kristensen is more insistent 
on the notion of shaman as hippie dreamer. In video works such as Self-Portrait as 
Indigenous Bushman in 2007, Kristensen presents a non-authoritative hippie-shaman 
figure again in which the artist stands naked in the sub-tropical forest of Australia with a 
stick in one hand, staring transfixed into the camera, wavering slightly. The image is 
reminiscent of early colonial European portraits of Australian Aborigines as well as of 
other indigenous cultures. Tempting as it may be to identify this work as a parody of 
contemporary art concerned with the other and cultural identity, the tone of the video is 
not comical or farcical; instead, it is quite serious, even earnest. Kristensen plays out a 
bemused hippie-shaman, naked and confused as he tries to commune with nature and 
the spiritual world. 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
203 Gaby Hartel, “Voice, Mask and Movement,” in Kristensen, Steinar Haga Kristensen: 
Retrospective. p 25 
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Fig 27: Steinar Haga Kristensen, Self-Portrait as Indigenous Bushman, 2007 
 
In my individual practice I identify most clearly with the shaman in works such as the 
series of photographs Archaic Techniques of Ecstasy, and through my masks and 
costumes, such as Transcending Gown (see fig. 31) and The Useless Image (after 
Guerlac) (see fig. 32).  In a series of photographic works entitled Archaic Techniques of 
Ecstasy (see figures 28 and 29), which is also the subtitle for Mircea Eliadeʼs seminal 
book Shamanism, I exhibited photographs of an apparently shamanic ritual in which I 
performed a whip-cracking ceremony wearing a kangaroo-skin mask with gold-leaf 
ears, and a bamboo-padded, cream-coloured silk and cotton suit. The performance 
took place in an old flour mill in Summer Hill, Sydney, and involved large amounts of 
flour and natural pigment that were poured onto the floor into shapes and then 
disturbed during whip-cracking, forming clouds in the air. The use of animal masks 
such as that used in the flour mill performance, the bird masks in The Useless Image 
(after Guerlac) (see fig. 32), Cleansing Facial Mask (see fig. 30), The Last Visible Dog, 
and Lord Owl (see fig. 49) recalls the use of animal masks by the shaman when 
communing with the animal spirits in the otherworld. The shaman is in particular often 
represented by a bird-headed figure, which is a recurring image in my practice, for 
example in Lord Owl (see fig 49) and The Last Visible Dog (see fig 52). 
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Fig 28: Clare Milledge, Archaic Technique of Ecstasy, 2011 
 
 
Fig 29: Clare Milledge, Painting Ground, 2011 
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Fig 30: Clare Milledge, Cleansing Facial Mask, 2011, photograph: William Bullock 
 
Fig 31: Clare Milledge, Transcending Gown, 2010 
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Fig 32: Clare Milledge,The Useless Image (after Guerlac) (detail), 2012 
 
Although I clearly reference the shaman in many ways, as does Kristensen, the 
question of whether my vision is to be followed is never fully answered. Whether I am a 
believer in these rituals or not is not apparent, and it is this sense that has led Margaret 
Farmer in her review of my work in Bad Angle at Stills Gallery, such as the Archaic 
Techniques of Ecstasy photographic, series to question the authenticity of my 
shamanic performance. Farmer writes: 
 
Clare Milledgeʼs elegant photos of constructed ritual are uncomfortable: 
whose ceremony is she using? in what spirit is she undertaking this 
enquiry? The props – a suit with kangaroo head-dress, a whip, sweeps of 
flour – risk farce and ridicule of the practices she is exploring. This is most 
delicate in Purifying Dance (2011).204 
 
Farmer then goes on to decide that “along a very fine line, Milledge treads the side of 
solemnity. She might not be a believer in these invented rituals or their real life 
inspiration, but this doesnʼt feel like deadpan cultural mischief.”205 It is this fine line and 
uncertainty that makes my identification with the shaman non-authoritative. That is, I do 
not give the viewer any clear indication of a vision to follow, I ask them to make up their 
own minds, I offer the “gift of sight.” 
 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
204 Farmer, "Bad Angle (Review)." p 89 
205 Ibid. p 89 
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We have seen in this chapter how Armanious, Bock, Cescon, Coates, Dwyer, 
Kristensen, Meese, Thek, Williams and myself identify with the shaman in non-
authoritative ways and how this allows the gift of sight. We will now see the importance 
of process and porosity in the environments of those artists who give the “gift of sight.”  
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Chapter 3: process and porosity in the environment of the artist-shaman who 
offers the “gift of sight.” 
 
The artist-shaman who offers the “gift of sight” is often noted to produce work that is 
complex, messy, unfinished and porous. This is because to offer the “gift of sight” the 
artist-shaman must bring something into vision, but it cannot be clear, singular or 
finished; it must retain potential and possibilities. The focus of this chapter is how these 
qualities of process and porosity appear.  
 
The artist-shamans Armanious, Barney, Beuys, Bock, Cescon, Dwyer, Kristensen, 
Meese, Thek and myself206 are all known for our creation of complex environments 
within their practice. Our environments take the form of expanded theatrical 
installations that employ individual mythologies, are process-based, and, excepting 
Barney, have a sense of absence or ʻporosity.ʼ  I will briefly address these three 
components as well as a backgrounding of the environments of Kurt Schwitters and the 
term “Gesamtkunstwerk,” before continuing into a closer examination of the three 
components in the work of individual artists. 
 
Process is central to the practice of the artist-shaman because the shamanʼs function is 
to transform and mediate between worlds, as discussed in the introduction. The artist-
shaman sits in this place of tension, in-between forming and unforming, making and 
unmaking, but also inclusive of both. It is a place that includes process as well as 
product. In the context of the artist-shaman the creation of an environment is a bringing 
into vision of the activity of making and unmaking. What is actually made visible is the 
process of making visible, and it is this that is important to the “gift of sight” because it 
allows the viewer to become a part of this process. 
 
For each artist, excepting Barney, porosity is an important element of the environment. 
It is this gap, and lack of something that allows the viewer to make a connection or fill it 
in, and thus allows the artist to offer the “gift of sight”. In the work of Armanious, Beuys, 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
206 I have not included Ernst, Carrington or Coates as their practices do not include process-
based environment installations. Nor have I included Williams because although she creates 
environments they are neither accessible physically as, for example, Dwyerʼs environments, nor 
accessible visibly as Barneyʼs are. (Since the initial submission of my thesis this has changed, 
and on the 31st Jan 2013 at the Art Gallery of NSW for the exhibition “We used to talk about love: 
Balnaves contemporary: photomedia,” Justene Williams exhibited a walk-through environment). 
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Bock, Cescon, Dwyer, Kristensen, Meese, Thek and myself, porosity is evident within 
the environments we create in the form of an activity that has taken place, or is inferred 
to have taken place, or is yet to take place. It is this lack of activity that is responsible 
for the sense of absence that occurs. Armanious, Bock, Cescon, Dwyer, Kristensen, 
Meese, Thek and the author Milledge often populate these environments for periods of 
time and then exhibit the environment afterwards. This technique creates a sense of 
absence in the work that the viewer feels compelled to fill in, thus enabling them to 
complete the vision and the artist to give the “gift of sight.” But before I can continue 
with this line of thought, I must first address give a brief backgrounding in the 
environments of Kurt Schwitters and the term “Gesamtkunstwerk.” 
 
The environments of Kurt Schwitters and the “Gesamtkunstwerk” 	  
The environments that I discuss in this chapter are process-based and porous. They 
have an historical precedent in the environments of the German Dadaist Kurt 
Schwitters as well as in the term “Gesamtkunstwerk.” Many of the artist shamans I 
discuss have been linked to both Schwittersʼs environments and to the term 
“Gesamtkunstwerk,”207 and a brief backgrounding on the two will be helpful in 
establishing their relationship. 
 
Schwittersʼs process-based and porous environments were extensive architectural 
labyrinths known as Merzbauen (see fig. 33) and created from a wide variety of 
materials using a combination of disciplines. The Merzbauen were highly complex 
architectural structures built in his home in Hannover and on other sites in Norway and 
England over many years. The Merzbauen were constructed using what Schwitters 
identified as a technique of “forming” and “entformung” which has a very similar 
meaning to making and unmaking, “roughly forming and deforming,”208 as Elizabeth 
Burns Gamard describes it in her book Merzbau: The Cathedral of Erotic Misery. For 
Schwitters the forming was everything, in his explanation of his “Merz” technique 
entitled Merz in 1920, he wrote “The medium is as unimportant as I myself. Essential is 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
207 For example, Matthew Barney in Nancy Spector, In Potentia, in Deutsche Guggenheim Berlin., 
Barney / Beuys : all in the present must be transformed. p 15 and Mark C. Taylor, Forgery in ibid. 
p 115. Also in reference to Jonathan Meese who was included in an exhibition from 18 Nov 2011 
– 30 April 2012 at the Saatchi Gallery, London called Gesamtkunstwerk: New Art from Germany 
208 Elizabeth Burns Gamard, Kurt Schwitters' Merzbau: the Cathedral of Erotic Misery, 1st ed., 
Building studies (New York: Princeton Architectural Press, 2000). p 9 
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only the forming.”209 When working on his Merzbauen, Schwitters would gradually build 
nooks and grottoes into the houses he lived in, filling them with day-to-day 
paraphernalia such as toe-nail clippings and travel tickets as well as adding sculptures, 
collages, paintings and anything else that he considered useful. Schwittersʼs process 
was organic, he worked in an improvised fashion, dealing with whatever presented 
itself to him and adapting his Merzbauen to suit it. He also tended to incorporate rather 
than edit, Gamard describes his process of building over previous works and reforming 
them without an end plan when she writes:  
 
Perhaps the most difficult aspect of Schwittersʼs approach to his art was 
the fact that the work was both developmental and incorporative. He did 
not operate according to a fixed stratagem, but rather forged his material 
from events and circumstances as they presented themselves.210 
 
There was no specific form that Schwitters had in mind, it was an organically evolving 
piece that was not controlled by the promise of a specific end product. Rudi Fuchs 
describes this aspect of Schwittersʼs practice as “impure” because he ignored 
Modernismʼs requisite of abstraction. 
 
Modernismʼs insistence on abstraction and on the way to arrive at it, by 
stripping the medium of its unnecessary or impure elements, had to result 
in a very rarified idea of an artwork as thing of extreme clarity, physical 
elegance, balance, intelligence and perfection.211  
 
For Fuchs, Schwitters on the other hand, used as a source of inspiration “the idea of 
compromise and aesthetic contamination.”212 Schwittersʼs process is consistent with an 
inclusive and incorporative approach to art, often characterised by an artistʼs creation of 
an environment that operates as a whole organism. Gamard writes that for Schwitters 
“art was autonomous and developmental, a living organism manifest of a complex web 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
209 Kurt Schwitters, Merz 1920, translated from the German by Ralph Manheim (first appeared in 
Der Ararat, Munich 1921) in Robert Motherwell and Jean Arp, The Dada painters and poets : an 
anthology, 2nd ed., The Documents of twentieth century art (Boston, Mass.: G.K. Hall, 1981). p 
59 
210 Gamard, Kurt Schwitters' Merzbau: the Cathedral of Erotic Misery. p 4 
211 Rudi Fuchs, Conflicts with Modernism or the Absence of Kurt Schwitters  (Verlag Gachnang & 
Springer AG, Bern, Michael Werner Gallery Inc., New York, 1991). p 19 
212 Ibid. p 19 
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of formal and informal associations.”213 Schwittersʼs practice has been the sounding 
board for multi-media, process-based artists for many years. He has been named as a 
predecessor to Meese for his multi-layered installations,214 to Thek for his focus on 
process,215 to Armanious for his transvaluations,216 and to Bock for his character.217  
 
Schwittersʼs practice has also been linked to the term “Gesamtkunstwerk” due to his 
embracing of the “total work of art”218 and through his Merzbauen works.219 The 
meaning of “Gesamtkunstwerk” has become confused due to its extensive use and 
misuse, from the time of its inception by German philosopher Karl Friedrich 
Eusebius Trahndorff in 1827,220 to its use in contemporary culture. It has come to be 
loosely recognized as an amalgamation of the arts and is most commonly associated 
with Richard Wagner due to his use of the term in two essays of 1849 promoting a 
unification of the arts. The concept of a union of the arts was already familiar to the 
German Romantics, due to its introduction by Trahndorff, however it was Wagner who 
it is most often associated with it. As Peter Vergo writes, this is partly due to the 
enthusiastic reception of Wagnerʼs operas and the subsequent attempt to demystify his 
genius through studies of his theoretical writings,221 Wagnerʼs writings were often 
inconsistent and difficult and the “Gesamtkunstwerk” was the most comprehensible 
idea amongst others in Wagnerʼs often difficult writings. The term was taken up 
enthusiastically by artists and fans, despite Wagner preferring variations on the theme 
such as “Gesamtvolkskunst” or “das Kunstwerk des Gesamtvolkes” meaning “the work 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
213 Gamard, Kurt Schwitters' Merzbau: the Cathedral of Erotic Misery. p 20 
214 Galloway, "Inside a German artist's idiosyncratic universe INTERNATIONAL LIFE." 
unpaginated 
215 Weibel, “Art (re)forms and (re)forms of life,” pp 42-46  
216 Michael Ned Holte, Party Pooper (Or the Basics of Bases) in Holt et al., Hany Armanious: The 
Golden Thread. p 33 
217 Galloway, "Spray the ketchup, fling the lettuce." p 149 and Hoffmann, "John Bock: ars 
combinatoria." p 23 
218 In Kurt Schwitters, Merz 1920, translated from the German by Ralph Manheim (first appeared 
in Der Ararat, Munich 1921) in Motherwell and Arp, The Dada painters and poets : an anthology. 
pp 55-65  
219 Schwitters expert Gwendolen Webster mentions this in a number of publications including 
Roger Cardinal and Gwendolen Webster, Kurt Schwitters  (Ostfildern: Hatje Cantz Verlag, 2011). 
p 39, p 122, p 123 
220 Paul B. Jaskot, "Review: Modernism after Wagner," Journal of the Society of Architectural 
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of art of an entire people.”222 Wagner was so irritated by the way the term had been 
bandied around he declared “Before all, keep that unfortunate “Gesammtkunst” out of 
the title!!! Enough of this!!!”223 in a letter to Franz Liszt in 1853. The original meaning of 
the term according to curator and artistic director Bettina Steinbrügge is closer to a 
utopian vision that incorporates a union of the arts. Steinbrügge writes that  
 
Seriously though, THE Gesamtkunstwerk has never existed, does not 
exist, and most likely will never exist. It is a utopian concept that is worked 
toward; that is filled with desires, and for precisely this reason, remains 
legitimate today. The term was ultimately discredited by its proximity to 
Wagner, without recognising the origins of the Gesamtkunstwerk idea in 
German Romanticism.224  
 
Juliet Koss also writes of Wagnerʼs discreditation due to his popularity with Adolf Hitler 
and “Theodor Adornoʼs scathing analysis of Wagner and fascism.”225Koss writes that 
resulting scholarly and critical assessments of Wagner and thus the Gesamtkunstwerk 
consequently oppose it to  
 
such basic modernist principles as artistic purity, autonomy, and medium 
specificity… These principles remain central myths of modernism, 
effectively rendering the Gesamtkunstwerk “antimodernist” and, 
consequently, easily dismissed.226 
 
Part of this opposition to the above mentioned modernist principles meant that the 
Gesamtkunstwerk was taken to mean an indiscriminate blurring of the lines between 
the arts, a lack of discipline, when in fact Wagner was far more specific. As Koss points 
out, Wagner does not advocate a mingling of all disciplines, he clearly states that the 	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Liszt, Volume 1 (1889)," Project Gutenberg, 
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Gesamtkunstwerk was an amalgamation of three arts: poetry, music and dance. The 
idea being that by their unification each discipline would grow stronger in their struggle 
against each other, each would essentially become purified. As Koss points out further, 
modernism and in particular abstraction are not as pure as they might like to proclaim: 
“Many artists and art theorists in fact turned to music or to the idea of music as an 
abstract art form to bolster their efforts at abstraction.”227 That is to say, that in order to 
improve the success of one discipline, another was introduced.  
 
Curator Harald Szeemann understood the importance of the Gesamtkunstwerk 
avoiding becoming a hazy blurring of the disciplines or a finalized project. In the 
exhibition he curated in 1983 Der Hang zum Gesamtkunstwerk (The Search for the 
Total Work of Art) Szeemann emphasized the problem of the Gesamtkunstwerk as a 
totality. The exhibition included a reconstruction of Schwittersʼs Hannover Merzbau, 
and work by Beuys and Wagner. Myers explains the link with totalitarianism here in his 
review of Der Hang zum Gesamtkunstwerk:  
 
On this point Szeemann was clear: there is no such thing as a “synthesis 
of the arts” and there mustnʼt be. For “if the dreams and ideas of fantasy 
connections would come true and be forced on society, we would end up 
in a totalitarian state, the way we have known it.” 228 
 
For this reason, according to Myers, in Szeemannʼs exhibition:  
 
The utopias put forward, then, were to be partial, failed or unfulfilled: 
however hideous or alluring, however ambitious, they remained 
individualised dream-images of a totality that might exist – not practical 
plans for their realisation.229 
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Fig 33: Kurt Schwitters, Merzbau, 1933, photographs: Wilhelm Redemann 
 
 
 
The half-fulfilled process-based aspect of Szeemannʼs utopic Gesamtkunstwerk was 
one that suited Schwitters very well. Roger Cardinal and Gwendolen Webster describe 
Schwittersʼs practice as “an ever-fertile project, Schwittersʼs Gesamtkunstwerk, a total 
artwork corresponding to a lifetimeʼs output in many genres or formats,”230 a project 
that could only ever be concluded by Schwittersʼs death. Process as we have seen is 
very strong in Schwittersʼs forming of his constructions, but it is also a crucial element 
for the viewer. This is because the porosity of Schwittersʼs work occurs through the 
nature of its organic process, which is open to everything and asks to be informed, to 
be filled, which is what the viewer does: takes part in the actual forming of the work. 
This is explained by John Elderfield: 
 
Schwittersʼ work - emphasising its procedures - places an important 
formative responsibility on the viewer, demanding… not only to be seen 
but to be known. In this way there is no hard and fast line between the art 
and its audience… they function also as systems expediting the 
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perception of art, as perceptual fields within which the viewer is 
encouraged to perform.231 
 
When Elderfield describes the “formative responsibility” placed on the viewer as he 
puts it, it can also be read as the “gift of sight”. That is, the viewer is included in the 
formulation of the work, which, in a sense, is not completed until the viewer lays their 
eyes on it and takes part in its formulation. Schwitters laid the groundwork for a 
multitude of cross-disciplinary artists, who develop “individual mythologies,” and have 
process-based and porous practices, including the artist-shamans I discuss below. 
 
Process and porosity in the environments of Barney and Beuys 
 
In the work of both Beuys and Barney, process is a crucial force, driving much of their 
practices. This is apparent on many levels, but a particularly good example is their use 
of materials that are heat sensitive, such as beeswax. For Beuys, beeswax was the 
sculptural result of the heat-organization of a bee colony, its form resulting from social 
activity. The nature of beeswax means that it can be reformed again and again with 
heat and cooling, it is constantly in flux. As Mark C.Taylor writes: “Beeswax embodies 
the tension between formlessness and form that lies at the heart of both Beuysʼs  and 
Barneyʼs art.”232It is this transformation and process that is particularly important in their 
practices. Beuys saw himself as a transmitter,233 a transformer, and believed that the 
expression of transformation through material was paramount.234 Beuys wrote: 
 
My objects are to be seen as stimulants for the transformation of the idea 
of sculpture, or of art in general… That is why the nature of my sculpture 
is not fixed and finished. Processes continue in most of them: chemical 
reactions, fermentations, colour changes, decay, drying up. Everything is 
in a state of change.235 
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Many of Beuysʼs  environments were based on process. For example, Fat Corner with 
Bicycle Pumps from Space in 1968, consisted of a pile of fat in a corner of the room, 
strewn with bicycle pumps; the work was constantly in process due to the fat that 
leeched into the wall and floor, exuding an oil stain that spread continuously outwards. 
This was also evident in many other works, such as Site 1967, which was made from 
laying sheets of fat, felt and copper on the floor and was in constant process from the 
visitors who walked over the sheets, transferring substance and creating textured 
footprints and markings. As Beuys wrote: “Site means a designated place, where 
something happened, or could happen in the future.”236 
 
It is this implication of happening or event that gives Beuysʼs installations their sense of 
porosity, allowing the viewer to project an imagined narrative or event taking place, and 
for this reason it is possible to say that Beuys in some ways does give the “gift of 
sight.” However, it is tempered by several crucial factors. Beuysʼs installations, unlike 
the environments of the other artists, are very structured processes: they illustrate 
Beuysʼs concepts, rather than have a life of their own. Any porosity that is present is 
not the same as the one we shall see that is present in Armaniousʼs, Cesconʼs or 
Dwyerʼs work: the absence of spirits or creatures or other people, it is the absence of 
the character of Beuys. In Armaniousʼs, Cesconʼs and Dwyerʼs environments the 
absent beings are mysterious and may take a variety of forms according to the viewerʼs 
whim, in Beuysʼs  environments the absent being is quite specifically himself. For 
example, in works such as Hearth I (1975) or The Capital Room (from 1970 – 1977), 
Beuys exhibited blackboards, a clear reference to his own persona. Beuys used 
blackboards in his lecture actions to write and draw on as he engaged in active 
discussions with his audience, just as he had done while teaching since the beginning 
of his tenure in Düsseldorf at the State Art Academy.237 They were not perfect diagrams 
of ideas, rather they were fragmented and sketchy. This would indicate that Beuys was 
tending towards a more open approach but what stops it from becoming fully porous is 
the overpowering persona of Beuys. This is described by Tom Nicholson when he 
relates the action in a film made by Ken McCullen documenting Beuysʼs  lecture action 
at the Tate Gallery, London in 1972.238 In the process of making the work, Beuys was 
surrounded by a dense mass of people, crowding around him to listen or interject. In 	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one way these actions, in which Beuys and the crowd interacted intensely, are porous, 
with Beuys vigorously engaged in taking notes on the blackboards: the audience is 
actively engaged in the creation and formation of the blackboard drawings, which are 
eventually often thrown onto the ground in piles. But on the other hand, what we are left 
with at the end is the image and the vision of Beuys, his philosophical and political 
ideas overpowering the engagement that the audience may have. In the end the 
blackboards are exhibited as Beuysʼs  work and form part of his specific vision. 
 
Barney exhibits an edited narrative by way of film, video and photography of his 
environments in works such as The Cremaster Cycle, and he also exhibits parts of his 
theatrical sets as environments after he has used them, such as in Drawing Restraint. 
Barneyʼs environments are similar to Beuysʼs , in that they are process-driven and use 
materials such as Vaseline that are highly sensitive to heat. But Barneyʼs environments 
are essentially non-porous due to the way they are explained and contextualized for the 
viewer. For instance, in his exhibition Drawing Restraint at the San Francisco Museum 
of Modern Art (SFMOMA) in 2006, Barneyʼs work was represented through a 
combination of media to provide a context for the viewer. As SFMOMA put it: “the work 
of Matthew Barney encompasses a diverse array of media and a wide range of 
symbols and references that defy easy interpretation.”239 
 
To assist in the interpretation of Barneyʼs work, the viewer was able to access the 
“Barney Learning Lounge,” amongst other resources. The lounge consisted of books, 
brochures, interactive media, wall graphics, images and video interviews of Barney 
talking about his work (see fig. 34). Of course, it can be pointed out that the 
contextualization of Barneyʼs work is provided chiefly by SFMOMA, but this would not 
have been made possible without his permission, as well as his provision of 
explanations for the process and meaning in his work. 
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Fig 34: View of the Matthew Barney Learning Lounge, 2007, photographer unknown 
 
The point is that Barney does not allow for porosity in his work; instead he pre-empts 
the viewerʼs experience with his specific interpretations. Indeed, he is clearly not 
“against interpretation,” as we shall see artists like Thek are later, and this is what 
differentiates him from the artist-shamans who give the “gift of sight.” By providing an 
interpretation, Barney does not allow the viewer the same rights of vision as his own, 
therefore he cannot offer the “gift of sight.” 
 
Process and porosity in the environments of Meese  
 
Meeseʼs environments are both process-based and porous. He creates complex 
environments that he performs within, often leaving the debris or remains of his 
performances behind much like an abandoned theatrical set, such as in Hot Earl Green 
Sausage Tea Barbie (First Flush) (see fig. 38) and his set for a production of Kokain in 
the Deichtorhallen in Hamburg.240 The materials and objects in his environments are 
often subjected to extensive and violent reworking and destruction through Meeseʼs 
performances as part of the exhibition process. Meeseʼs practice is inevitably 
compared to Schwitters because of its complex architectures and his emphasis on 
process. Robert Fleck describes Schwitters as one of Meeseʼs role models241 and 
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Roberta Smith compares Meeseʼs installations to Schwittersʼs Merzbauen.242 Meese 
works his materials and ideas in an expansive and gruelling fashion as Schwitters did, 
although Meeseʼs activities are hyper-expressive compared to Schwitters. As Galloway 
says, “in Meeseʼs own words, the artist must cultivate obsession, must ʻpush everything 
to the breaking pointʼ.”243 
 
But where Schwittersʼs physical art-making processes were conducted in private, 
Meese invites his viewers to witness some of the processes.  Meeseʼs early practice 
involved creating environments that gradually became more and more theatrical “which 
of late,” writes Fleck in 2007, “have culminated in his taking the stage in museums and 
theatres for many hours, in part to the point of exhaustion.”244 
 
Meeseʼs performances are so crazed, manic, excessive, politically incorrect and 
nonsensical that they have been known to inspire some audience members to walk 
out.245 His approach is inclusive even of Adolf Hitler references, but this is what makes 
Meese able to offer the “gift of sight,” he offers up his Nazi salute with his trademark 
Adidas tracksuit without discrimination or idealism (see fig. 35). 
 
Unlike Barney, Meese does not try to mediate between the viewer and his work and  
explain his meaning or process, but instead he allows the audience to partake in the 
experience of his process through his performances, animating his environments by 
inviting the viewer to attend as an audience. It is this that gives his work porosity. 
Meeseʼs exhibitions of environments that double as theatrical sets allow him to create a 
sense of porosity through the absence of activity before and after the performances, 
and also through the implication that the viewer is part of the theatre as they traverse 
through these landscapes. Meese creates a situation that is open to the viewer, and 
allows them to actively engage in the forming process of the vision, allowing him to give 
the “gift of sight.” 
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Fig 35: Jonathan Meese, 2008, courtesy of Jonathan Meese and Kineko Ivic 
 
 
Fig 36: Jonathan Meese and Tal R, Mother, 2006, photographer unknown 
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Fig 37: Jonathan Meese, Volksbühne theatre set for Meistersinger von Nuernberg, 
2006, photograph: Jan Bauer 
 
 
 
Fig 38: Jonathan Meese, Hot Earl Green Sausage Tea Barbie (First Flush) 
(performance view), 2011, photograph: Jan Bauer 
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Process and porosity in the work of Dwyer and Bock 
 
The environments of both Dwyer and Bock are particularly porous, with significant gaps 
or spaces are left for the viewer to fill in. As in the case of Meese, the viewer enters into 
an environment where something is either yet to happen or has already happened. The 
subsequent projection by the viewer of an imagined happening allow these artist-
shamans to offer the  “gift of sight” because the viewer takes relative control over the 
vision, participating in the forming process. 
 
Porosity is evident in Dwyerʼs practice in a number of ways. Firstly through animism, as 
I have already mentioned in “Chapter two: the identity of the non-authoritative artist-
shaman,” but more specifically, because of the feeling of an absence of animism. 
Dwyerʼs sculptures and objects give the feeling that the spirits that reside within them 
have quickly slipped away just before the viewer steps into the room. Secondly, 
Dwyerʼs practice has often been noted for itʼs incomplete nature as well as her 
recycling of components from one exhibition to the next. Linda Michael writes: 
 
Unfinished, beginningless, endless, Dwyerʼs works are made up of many 
parts that change with each installation - melding into one another, losing 
some parts, adding others.246 
 
This open-ended characteristic, which favours the presentation of separate objects with 
connections, hinting out but not spelling out, places the onus back on the viewer to “fill 
in the gaps” or put it together. The emphasis is placed on the transformation or process 
rather than a reading of a finished object. Dwyer describes the process of grouping her 
sculptures together into systems as holding patterns: 
 
In my work, it is often a simple thing that becomes a “holding pattern”. It 
becomes my own imaginary outline to momentarily contain and order 
thoughts.247 
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These holding patterns establish a structure within each installation, but what that 
pattern is not made clear; the viewer might wonder how and why things are grouped in 
this fashion and venture to propose their own holding patterns. It is this engagement 
that makes Dwyerʼs work porous, coupled with her aforementioned open-endedness. In 
her installation environments she invites viewers to step into spaces that she has 
marked out like territories with her sculptures. Linda Michael describes this as anti-
architecture, quoting from Rosalind Kraussʼs “Threshole” in Formless: A Userʼs Guide, 
“the dream of architecture is to escape entropy,”248 suggesting that Dwyer exposes this 
dream for an “illusion of permanence.”249 In other words, Dwyer shows us that the 
structures that we give things are only that, and as such do not exist outside our 
perception. In this way Dwyer exposes a basic human desire to give form to what is 
essentially formless, or at least in flux, or to take shape. As Bataille puts it: 
 
in fact for academic men to be happy, the universe would have to take 
shape. All of philosophy has no other goal: it is a matter of giving a frock 
coat to what is, a mathematical frock coat.250 
 
In this analogy, Dwyerʼs holding patterns are frock coats. The nature of the word 
“holding” implies a temporary structure. Dwyer articulates through this the idea that the 
arrangement of the work is only one possibility and invites the viewer to consider how 
this occurs. She shows the viewer how we make the invisible visible, how we create 
visible structure from invisible ideas, and she invites the viewer to create their own 
structures, to create their own vision. This is how she offers the “gift of sight”.  
 
John Bock also invites the viewer to construct their own meaning and vision through 
the porosity of his elaborate environments. Like Dwyer, Bock often exhibits 
environments in which activities have already taken place or are yet to. His exhibitions 
of environment as absented site are also noted by Birnbaum, when he writes of one of 
Bockʼs recently vacated installations: “it sometimes projects a slightly pensive mood 
that someone characterized as Elvis-has-left-the-building melancholy.”251 
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To examine this more closely, at Galerie Klosterfelde, Berlin, in 2006, Bock exhibited 
Lütte mit Rucola or Liʼl one with Arugula. The installation consisted of two rooms. In the 
first room was the elaborate debris and remains of a set or environment that Bock had 
constructed. In the second room was documentation of a performance that had taken 
place in the first room. Comfortable second-hand lounges were provided in the second 
room for viewers to sit in and watch an alternately violent and comforting video. The 
juxtaposition of the video viewing space of what is conceived to be a fantastical 
narrative and the room in which the narrative took place created an uneasiness and 
tension between fantasy and reality, highlighting the transformation between objects 
and narrative. By including the room containing the objects rather than only exhibiting 
the video, Bock shows the viewer this space between the imagined narrative and his 
video narrative; he shows that the video is only one potential outcome. Bockʼs 
elaborate and seemingly nonsensical performances and installations are not designed 
to confuse as much as they are designed to invite the viewer to take part in the 
visualization of form, of narrative and meaning. In an interview with Michele Robecchi, 
after being asked about the confusion in his work, Bock states: 
 
I like the idea of connecting different objects and materials in a collage… 
For example, in one space the smell is very strong, and then in the next 
room there are just white walls. There is obviously a connection between 
the two spaces, but the audience has to discover it for themselves… My 
goal is not to make confusion but to give a direction to the viewer so that 
he/she can feel/smell, or eat something in a different way252 
 
What Bock is describing is his desire to offer the “gift of sight” rather than prescribing 
his own vision. Bock also invites the viewer to take part in the process of the artmaking 
by participating and physically engaging with his objects (see figures 39 and 40). In 
Klütterkammer viewers had to climb into his massive installation, peering through holes 
and crawling through doorways.253 There is no prescribed way to move through his 
environments and the viewers each experience a unique narrative according to the way 
they choose to interact, or not, with the work. 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
252 Michele Robecchi, "John Bock: a man in space," Flash Art 38, no. 240 (2005). p 92 
253 Graham Coulter-Smith, "Regression: John Bock's Klütterkammer," in artintelligence (2007). 
unpaginated 
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Fig 39: John Bock, untitled performance at Art Production Fund, New York, 2009 
 
 
Fig 40: Visitor inside the John Bock Klütterkammer installation, 2004, photographer 
unknown  
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Fig 41: John Bock, Im Schatten der Made (In the Shadow of the Maggot), 2010, 
photograph: Jan Windszus 
 
Both Dwyer and Bock offer the “gift of sight” through the porosity of their environments 
that let the viewer become part of the forming process. I will now move on to discuss 
two of their contemporaries, Armanious and Cescon, and also Paul Thek, all of whom 
work similarly but with a greater emphasis on process. 
 
Process and porosity in the work of Armanious, Cescon and Thek 
 
The environments that Armanious and Cescon create are both process-based and 
porous. In many cases they are sites of actual process and also act as absented sites. 
Armaniousʼs environments are often likened to laboratories that have been the site of 
an alchemical transformation. As Robert Leonard writes of Armaniousʼs Selflok (see fig. 
42): 
 
Armanious arranged the lurid technicolour products of his experiments on 
four basic workshop tables. Collectively, they suggested the yield of an 
archaeological dig, a fabulous landscape of fragments to pick through, 
play with and compare; an out-of control chemistry experiment; a 
kindergarten wet area.254  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
254 Leonard, “Catalogue of Errors,” p 21 
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This description of Armaniousʼs environment as a site of ongoing process and 
experimentation is reinforced by other critics; for instance, Lesley Harding writes, “Hany 
Armanious creates his own new world. Here we find artist as architect, invoking 
processes of construction, ritual, metamorphoses and revelation.”255 
 
   
Fig 42: Hany Armanious, Selflok, 1994–2001 
 
Leonard notes256 that Armaniousʼs practice very often features the whole casting 
process as part of his installations. Selflok (see fig. 42) is a good example; the 
installation was compared to a deserted workshop257 because it contained tables with 
substances in transit, an alchemical laboratory frozen in time, where liquids dripped in 
and out of vessels, down pipes and tubes.  For Armanious the processes are never 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
255 Lesley Harding, "Before and after science: 2010 Adelaide Biennial of Australian Art," Art 
Monthly Australia, no. 231 (2010). p 16 
256 Leonard, “Catalogue of Errors,” p 21 
257 Edward Colless, "Selflok," ed. David Pestorius Gallery (Brisbane1995). unpaginated in source, 
Roslyn Oxley. 
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finished, and as Eve Sullivan writes “Selflok is always in process.”258Armanious 
regularly includes both cast and mould in his work, as in Snake Oil, as well as traces of 
activities involved in making his work. In Bubble-Jet Earth Work he included a band 
saw that he had used to shred a large print hanging from the wall, the shreds of which 
were still entangled in the blade. The combination of the half-destroyed print, and the 
machine destroying it, or perhaps making it, is evidence of Armaniousʼs concern with 
the whole process as opposed to the production of a finished and idealised product. As 
Leonard writes, “this dialectic of form and informe, of making and unmaking, has 
become a constant feature in Armaniousʼs work.”259 
 
This dialectic is also evidenced by Armaniousʼs inclusion of the material he is casting 
with in a state of captured process. Mud scraped across the floor in Morphic 
Resonance or wax melted on candlesticks or table surfaces in Turns in Arabba, and 
hotmelt still dripping from orifices and funnels Selflok. All these viscous substances 
emphasise the moment of transition between states rather than indicating a beginning 
or end state. 
 
 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
258 Sullivan, "Hany Armanious: prostrated offerings from a twentieth-century alchemist." p 231 
259 Leonard, “Catalogue of Errors,” p 23 
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Fig 43: Hany Armanious, Figure Eight, 2010  , photograph by Design Boom 
 
We have seen then that Armaniousʼs work is heavily process-based, but also, like 
Meese, Bock and Dwyer, it has a sense of absence that allows for the viewer to fill in 
the gaps, it is porous. Armaniousʼs installations often give the appearance that they 
have been recently vacated by some sort of beings. This effect is evident particularly in 
Selflok, (see fig. 42), as Colless quips, “Walk into this exhibition and you have already 
missed the show.”260 
 
As with Dwyer, it is noted that those beings who had previously inhabited the space are 
most likely to be elves, gremlins, sprites, or fairy folk as Colless puts it,261 that is to say 
they are from the otherworld, which makes Armaniousʼs environment a place in 
between worlds, frequented by both mortals and spirits. For the viewer to enter this 
environment means a leap of faith in one sense, as to whether they believe in what 
they are seeing. But it also means that they are closer to receiving the “gift of sight” in 
that they are closer to the role of the artist-shaman themselves, moving towards the 
otherworld. This trait of otherworldliness is also typical of Cescon. 
 
Cesconʼs work, like Armaniousʼs and Dwyerʼs, includes process and transformation as 
a constant feature. For example, Cesconʼs Nightcrawlers and Shapeshifters: 100 Days 
and Nights in Search of The Ramones, that I have already discussed in “Chapter three: 
process and porosity in the environment of the artist-shaman” (see figures 22 and 44) 
draws the viewer into a world where a transformative narrative is played out in an 
installation of drawings, objects and sculptures. The narrative, in the form of diary 
entries scrawled on the walls of the gallery, wavers between lucid memories and drug 
psychosis, without definition. Cesconʼs environment installation brings the viewer into a 
place between worlds, with a foot in each, and points at the transformation from 
invisible to visible, spirit to matter, and reality to fiction. Cesconʼs sculptures, made from 
materials such as cardboard boxes, morph from recognisable boxes into rat-like 
creatures, identifying the point at which reality transforms itself into something very 
different.  
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
260 Colless, "Selflok." unpaginated 
261 Ibid. unpaginated 
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Fig 44: Carla Cescon, Nightcrawlers and Shapeshifters: 100 Days and Nights in Search 
of The Ramones (installation view), 2007 
 
For Paul Thek, process and transformation was an inherent part of his practice. As 
Suzanne Delehanty writes, he is seen as a pioneer of installation art and the 
predecessor for artists like Thomas Hirschhorn, Mike Kelley and Martin Kippenberger 
who collect and recycle materials.262 She also writes that Thek was influenced by Arte 
Povera in Italy and Joseph Beuys during the late 1960s: 
 
These vanguard artists rejected the production of enduring, physical art 
objects of calculable monetary value in favor of a transitory art of process 
that grew out of the artistʼs acting upon simple materials. 263 
 
Thek first began making environments in 1967, starting with The Tomb (see fig. 14), 
and like Armanious, Cescon, Dwyer and Bock, developed theatrical spaces that acted 
as absented sites. Peter Weibel describes Thekʼs absented sites well:  
 
If environments are rooms in which Happenings occur, then the new 
installations he developed are environments without Happenings… there 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
262 Delehanty, “Paul Thekʼs Comet,” p 263 
263 Falckenberg et al., Paul Thek: artist's artist. pp 263-264 
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is no activity. All we see are the remains, the residue, the relics of 
processes…264 
 
As with Armanious, Cescon, Dwyer and Bock, the porosity in Thekʼs environments 
occurs through what Weibel calls above “Happenings” but this term may also be 
replaced with “beings,” “spirits,” or “creatures.” Through the absence of activity in 
Thekʼs environments the viewer is encouraged to imagine what might have been or is 
yet to come within the environment. This was emphasized by his choice to create 
ritualised spaces that echoed religious procession, parades, marriages – rites of 
passage that the viewer might relate to when entering the space. Thekʼs non-
authoritative attitude towards his ritualised spaces meant that whilst a work may be 
read as specifically Catholic, it might also be read as pagan or even anthropological 
due to itʼs porosity and openness. Thek strived for this openness of interpretation, and 
it is the primary reason that he is able to offer the “gift of sight” to his viewers through 
his process-based and porous environments. 
 
Process and porosity in the environments of Kristensen and myself 
 
Both Kristensen and myself create process-based and porous environments. Firstly, 
these environments often involve activities that become part of the artmaking process, 
and secondly these environments are then exhibited as absented sites. Similar to the  
work of Thek, Meese, Dwyer, Bock, Cescon and Armanious, these environments are 
often elaborate installations that blur the boundaries of set and gallery. Kristensen and 
myself both collaborated in the D.O.R. exhibition Der Kleine Mensch265 (The Little 
Human) (see fig. 25). In this work, the constructed environment is a forest scene with a 
hippie camp. The activity that takes place in the performance, involving music, theatre 
and smoke machines, becomes the process by which the artwork is made, and the 
debris remaining after the performance is what is exhibited. Later in Old Bold Neuropa 
at Area 53 in Vienna, 2006, D.O.R. exhibited isolated remnants of the debris as 
objects. This sets up a situation where the artwork becomes a transitional object, 
process-based,  part of something larger. The viewer is compelled to fill in the gaps: to 
imagine, in the case of Der Kleine Mensch, what has transpired to cause such carnage; 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
264 Peter Weibel,”Art (re)forms and (re)forms of life,” p 44 
265 Mentioned in chapter two: “the identity of the non-authoritative artist-shaman.”  
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and similarly in Old Bold Neuropa, which featured the savaged hippie head and hand 
with missing fingers.266   
 
Kristensen tends to create process-based porous environments as part of the D.O.R. 
collective and not independently. However, other process-based and porous 
environments that I have created independently include Visual Diarrhoea I and II, which 
were both highly elaborate, walk-through installations that took weeks or months to 
complete and were works in progress at all times.267More recently Cescon and I  
completed a joint solo exhibition entitled Maximalist Ritualist that, with echoes of Thek, 
created a walk-through environment that mirrored a ritualist experience. Viewers 
passed through a central entrance littered with my artworks into a landscape in which I 
had placed sculptural installations, before proceeding finally to an altar-like creation of 
Cesconʼs. The environment was darkened, with spot lighting and a formal layout, 
similar to a church268 that enhanced the feeling that the environment was one to 
journey through in a process of ritualised movement. 
 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
266 In a nod to Thek, whose The Tomb featured a hand with fingers missing, having been held up 
in the “peace” sign. 
267 I have not provided images of this work due to the fact that they were completed in 2006 and 
therefore not part of this PhD candidature. 
268 Adelaide, the city where the exhibition took place, is also known as the “city of churches.”  
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Fig 45: Clare Milledge, Maximalist Ritualist (installation view), 2012 
 
 
 
Fig 46: Clare Milledge, Maximalist Ritualist (installation view), 2012 
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The placement of objects within the gallery included paintings leaning on walls and 
other objects, costumes on plinths on their side, and masks on headpieces in such a 
fashion to suggest that the artworks had a use value with ritual implications. Such 
implication furthermore suggests that the artworks in the environment were part of 
activities either having occurred previously or yet to occur. This brings us back again to 
an emphasis on the viewerʼs part in all this, which is, to take the “gift of sight” from the 
artist, taking these half-formed ideas to develop them into something. Naturally it is 
debatable as to whether or not the viewer will do this or not, but what is important here 
is the desire of the artist-shaman to offer the “gift of sight” in the first place; success is 
relative to each individual situation. We have seen now in my first two chapters how the 
artist-shaman who offers the “gift of sight” is non-authoritative, and in my third chapter 
how he or she often creates porous and process-based environments to entice the 
viewer into speculation, but now we will also see how the “gift of sight” is has a double-
edged operation that gives sight by disrupting the process of sight. The first way this 
occurs is through a disruption in the process of identification. 
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Chapter 4: disrupting identification 
 
As I have noted in my introduction, the artist-shaman who offers the “gift of sight” has a 
practice that is often labeled difficult because it fails to take a specific position and is 
instead multi-positional. But this is not because the artist-shaman is wishy-washy or 
confused; it is because he or she wants to present a state that is before vision that is 
not yet defined. We have seen that for the artist-shaman, sight means to enter into 
what may alternately be called the Real, the void, the invisible, the stain, the 
otherworld, or the “formless,” and to make sense of a part of this, to give it visual form. 
But how does this happen? In the first place it is an identification of sorts. In this 
chapter I will describe this identification and then show how it is disrupted in the 
practices of Armanious, Kristensen and myself. Finally I will extend the concept to 
“resemblance” and explain how this is disrupted as part of identification in Armaniousʼs 
work. 
 
Identification, when considered as part of the process of sight, is an attempt to make 
sense of things, to give order, or give things, as Bataille puts it, “a mathematical frock 
coat.”269 Bataille relates a human desire to give form to things in his seminal text 
Formless.270 Butler expands on this concept when he gives an illuminating account of 
the process of identification involved in sight whilst discussing Armaniousʼs “hotmelts” 
in his book An Uncertain Smile. Butler writes of Armaniousʼs hotmelts that they remind 
him of Lacanʼs analysis of Freudʼs “famous trimethylamin dream in The Interpretation of 
Dreams.”271 Lacan describes how Freudʼs experience of gazing down a nasal passage 
and throat of a client that he has accidentally infected by leaving gauze in after an 
operation is tantamount to gazing at the formless. Lacan writes: 
 
Thereʼs a horrendous discovery there, that of the flesh one never sees… 
Spectre of anxiety, identification of anxiety, the final revelation of you are 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
269 Bataille, “Formless,” in Bataille and Stoekl, Visions of Excess: Selected Writings, 1927-1939. p 
31 
270 Bataille, “Formless,” in ibid. p 31 
271 Rex Butler, An Uncertain Smile: Australian art in the '90s, ed. Nick Tsoutas (Woolloomooloo, 
Sydney: Artspace Visual Arts Centre Limited, 1996). p 103 
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this – You are this, which is so far from you, this which is the ultimate 
formlessness.272 
 
Butler writes that there is the feeling that Armanious is trying to present the viewer with 
the Real, which he equates with formlessness,273 but that it is also more than that. 
Butler insists that Armaniousʼs true purpose here is to point to that moment where the 
viewer is faced with the horror of the Real and the “formless” and begins a process of 
identification, “a narcissistic identification which precisely does away with this horror, 
allows it to enter the symbolic order,”274 and that in doing so, “the works enact the 
process of identification, the very exclusion or impossibility of the Real.”275 
 
For Butler, Armaniousʼs “hotmelts” can never present the Real because it is an 
impossible task. As Butler reminds us, what we consider to be reality is in fact only a 
form of “dreaming or fantasy made possible by the exclusion of this Real.”276 That is, 
the Real is synonymous with that other, the void, the invisible, the “formless.” This is 
the same identification process undertaken when faced with Butlerʼs stain. Butler refers 
to the stain when he writes that the Real can never be aimed at directly and happens 
out of the corner of the eye, asking: “Can we ever really see these stains, these 
“hotmelts?”277 The identification process that Butler refers to is also the same 
identification process that Bataille discusses in his process of “alteration” regarding the 
rock protrusions on the wall of the Lascaux caves as I have described in my 
introduction.  
 
The process of sight and of identification is clearly of great interest to Armanious, 
Kristensen and myself and it is depicted quite clearly in a number of works. Take for 
example the work by Armanious, Effigy of an Effigy of a Mirage. The head of the 
woman, modeled on Picassoʼs Head of a Woman from 1932 rests on the floor instead 
of on a pedestal, whilst the pedestal becomes the table and the “artwork” becomes a 
vase stuck down to the tableʼs surface with packing tape (see fig. 47). 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
272 Jacques Lacan, The ego in Freud's theory and in the technique of psychoanalysis, 1954-1955, 
The Seminar of Jacques Lacan (New York, N.Y.: English translation Cambridge University Press, 
1988). pp 154-155 
273 Butler, An Uncertain Smile: Australian art in the '90s. p 104 
274 Ibid. p 104 
275 Ibid. p 104 
276 Ibid. p 105 
277 Ibid. p 105 
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Fig 47: Hany Armanious, Effigy of an Effigy of a Mirage, 2010 
 
Anne Ellegood describes this work as “scrutinising ʻthe gazeʼ by rendering the very act 
of viewing.”278 This is because the artwork that is being viewed—the woman—is 
actually viewing something else. The subject is repeating the action of the viewer. This 
same scenario is enacted in my painting Modernist PortaI (see fig. 48), and in the 
performance in Lord Owl, in which the performer lay on a pile of sacks usually used as 
dog beds and stared at an abstract sculpture, attempting to achieve transcendence. 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
278 Ellegood, Stopping the World in Holt et al., Hany Armanious: The Golden Thread. p 19 
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Fig 48: Clare Milledge, Modernist Portal, 2010 
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Fig 49: Clare Milledge, Lord Owl (performance still), 2010, performer: Ben Terakes, 
photograph: Alex Gawronski 
 
Kristensen also depicts the process of sight in Deviationist Meeting (see fig. 50), 
Picture Believer and his Work (see fig. 51) and Indwelling Immanent Mode of Self-
abnegation.279 All of these works feature the image of a viewer interacting with an 
artwork, and ask the question “what does it mean to look, to see?” 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
279 From the 2008 group exhibition The Swamp Age at MOP, Sydney, with Clare Milledge and 
Kristian Øverland Dahl.  
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Fig 50: Steinar Haga Kristensen, Deviationist Meeting, 2009 
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Fig 51: Steinar Haga Kristensen, Picture Believer and his Work  , 2008 
 
Having seen that the process of sight involves identification and is a key area of 
interest for these artists, we might ask what happens when this process is disrupted.  
 
Disrupting identification: Armanious and Kristensen 
 
It is common for artists to cultivate a particular identity based often on an aesthetic 
style or common thematics in their practice. But for the artist-shaman who offers the gift 
of sight, identification is often deliberately disrupted. On an immediate level we can see 
that for Armanious, Kristensen and myself identification is disrupted: for example, we 
do not adhere to singular themes in our exhibitions as many other artists do. Michael 
Desmond describes this when he writes of Armaniousʼs show at Roslyn Oxley Art 
Nouveau Barbeque:  
 
Excepting the work of students yet to evolve a mature style, it is 
customary for an artist to settle on a theme or explore a set of forms and 
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present the results in a single show… there is no master story in this 
exhibition.280 
 
Likewise, Kristensen has been criticized for not having a master story in his exhibitions, 
as Ingvild Krogvig writes of his 2011 exhibition Das Loch der Kranke Prophet: 
 
The only problem with the exhibition is that Kristensen might be starting 
up a little too much at once. Several of the issues that are brought to the 
table are so interesting that they could be the starting point for 
independent exhibition projects.281 
 
This is confirmed by Pernille Albrethsen in her essay The Troll Mirror, when she refers 
to Kristensenʼs term “multipositional subject.”282 Similarly, Armaniousʼs subject appears 
unreliable: when a master story or theme is actually chosen by Armanious it is dubious 
and seemingly flippant, such as his 1992283 exhibition at Julie Green Gallery, where he 
exhibited mostly green work because of the name of the gallery. Another example that 
Jeff Gibson cites is the 1992-93 Biennale of Sydney, in which Armanious used his 
father as a departure point “because he was handy.”284 What this does is upset the 
expectations of the viewer; as Desmond has indicated above, there is no “master story” 
through which to view the work, rather a series of stories with no dominant theme to 
link them. The arbitrariness of Armaniousʼs choices for titles gives the viewer nothing to 
approach the work through, they must rely on their own approach. My practice could 
also be criticized for its wide-range of styles, themes and materials. However, it may be 
argued that these disruptions are due to the fact that both Kristensen and myself are 
still considered “emerging artists” and may not yet have developed a particular style, 
just as it may also be argued that Armaniousʼs style has become more uniform in 
recent times and subsequently more identifiable. But looking beyond these immediate 
levels of disrupting identification in the work of Armanious, Kristensen and myself, we 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
280 Michael Desmond, "Hany Armanious: Art Nouveau Barbeque," Contemporary Broadsheet 32, 
no. 3 (2003).  
281 Ingvild Krogvig, "I repetisjonenes desperate tidsalder," Kunstkritikk(2011), 
http://www.kunstkritikk.no/kritikk/i-repetisjonenes-desperate-tidsalder/. unpaginated 
282 Albrethsen, “The Troll Mirror,” p 43 
283 Gibson refers to it as Armaniousʼs most recent exhibition at Julie Green Gallery in his article 
Gibson, "The good and bad and the abstract." p 46. Armaniousʼs CV cites two exhibitions at Julie 
Green Gallery, Ripped in Peace (1992) and Legacy (1991). 
284 Ibid. p 46 
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also see what Bataille has discussed as a disruption in the process of identification 
resulting in a disappointing of expectation. 
 
 
Disrupting identification and disappointing expectation in my own practice 
 
As I mentioned in my introduction to this chapter, the artist-shaman who offers the “gift 
of sight” shows the process of the sight, of identification, but not the outcome. The 
process of identification begins to take place but is never completed because it is 
disrupted. This can be described as a slippage285 that ultimately leads to a sense of 
disappointment for the viewer; this is particularly evident in my own practice.  
 
Georges Bataille gives an excellent description of this concept of slippage in his 
critique of Edouard Manetʼs Olympia (1863). According to Bois, Batailleʼs reading of 
Olympia proposed that the subject was not located anywhere specific. Critics had tried 
to locate it either in formalism or within itʼs iconography or content, reinforcing the 
conventional opposition of form or content.286 Bois writes that these locations were 
irrelevant in comparison to the real reason for the scandal surrounding Olympia and 
that for Bataille, Manet had caused such an uproar because he “refused the various 
ideological and formal codes regulating the depiction of the nude, whether erotic, 
mythological, or even realistic.”287 According to Bois, for Bataille this refusal is actually 
the point of the work, its “slippage” is its particularity, and the true goal of his art lies not 
in formalism or ideology but in disappointing expectation.288That is, the expectation of 
identification is disrupted, causing disappointment. 
 
Disappointment is often an outcome for the viewer in my own practice. Because the 
work resists identification, the viewer is potentially disappointed or at best unfulfilled. 
Biljana Jancic writes that the work in my exhibition From the Scrapheap of False 
Metaphors and Other Draft Deceits at Gallery 9 “denies the satisfaction of empathy 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
285 Which Bataille also calls “uprooting.” Bois, Krauss, and Pompidou, Formless: a user's guide. p 
15 
286 Yve-Alain Bois, “The Use Value of “Formless”, in ibid. pp 13-14 
287 Ibid. p 15 
288 The idea of disappointment as a goal is discussed by Reuben Keehan regarding the work of 
contemporary Australian artist Matthew Griffin in Keehan, "Radical Opacity." p 226 
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audiences may feel by understanding what is being communicated,”289and that my 
images do not “offer us solace but leave us suspended in a world of uncertainty and 
contemplation of the manner of our being.”290 
 
The uncertainty and denial of satisfaction that Jancic refers to is due to identification 
being denied to the viewer. As part of the process of sight, the viewer expects to 
identify; but this is disrupted, and the viewer becomes disappointed. This is particularly 
true of my video work The Last Visible Dog (see figures 52 and 70). The Last Visible 
Dog is a video work created from still images edited into continuous movement. The 
subject matter consists of a constantly tracking and zooming camera that moves 
through “black holes” such as doorways, tunnels, windows, vent cracks, a decaying 
boot, and cans.291 During the video four characters are approached alternately from 
behind by the camera; they are naked except for masks and are apparently involved in 
a ritual on the floor. As the camera closes in, the character rises very slowly and turns 
to face the lens. The camera then zooms into the black pupil of the eye, which opens 
out into the next black hole. The constantly moving and zooming camera mimics a 
searching or looking action, compelled and attracted but searching without rest. If for a 
moment it appears that the camera has found a place to stop, a centre, the image 
opens out again into blackness. Houston Shadwell describes this action in his 
catalogue essay Art is not Epistemology: “Here, the eye becomes infinite, a tunnel 
through which we fall, a gaze transformed into the void.” 292 
 
Houston Shadwellʼs paralleling of the camera movement with the gaze and a falling into 
the void portrays this disruption of identification. This disruption of identification is 
reinforced by the rituals that are suggested but never identified in The Last Visible Dog, 
Purifying Dance or Cleansing Facial Mask. In The Last Visible Dog the ritual is 
interrupted, in Purifying Dance the ritual is not recognisable, in Cleansing Facial Mask 
ritual is inferred but not made clear. In all three there is an allusion to a ritual or 
performance that is taking place, however this is never fully explained or realised, and 
expectation of identification is disappointed. The result of this is that the viewer is left to 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
289 Biljana Jancic, "In the Manner of Excess," ed. Gallery 9 (Sydney2009). unpaginated 
290 Ibid. unpaginated 
291 The work is set in a dilapidated Russian warport in Karosta, Latvia, built in the late 19th century 
and early 20th century. The buildings are variously Tsarist and Soviet. 
292 Ian Houston-Shadwell, "Art is not Epistomology," ed. Grantpirrie Gallery (Sydney: Grantpirrie, 
2009). p 2 
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their own devices to decide whether what they may perceive as resembling a ritual is 
really one at all, and if it is then what kind of ritual is taking place. It is this notion of 
resemblance as part of a process of identification that I now refer to. 
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Fig 52: Clare Milledge, The Last Visible Dog (production stills), 2009 
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Disrupting identification: resemblance, Bataille and Armanious 
 
The process of identification often involves recognition of semblance or resemblance; 
that is, recognition by the viewer that something appears like something else. This is a 
particularly prominent feature of Armaniousʼs practice and it is very commonly 
remarked that his work is full of likenesses and semblances, as we see below. The 
main reason for these observations is that Armaniousʼs work very often invokes a 
“trompe lʼoeil” or “trick of the eye” style, in which nothing is what it immediately appears 
to be. Armaniousʼs practice frequently involves the production of polyurethane casts of 
everyday objects that are juxtaposed together in unique assemblages. At first glance 
the objects appear real, and only on very close inspection do you see that the object is 
a cast. As Charlotte Day writes, “things are never quite what they might first appear in 
his work,”293 or as Adam Jasper puts it, “as usual with Armaniousʼs work, things are not 
quite what they seem.”294 
 
However, the question must be asked: what is the purpose of such work other than to 
trick the eye? Olivier Krischer contemplates this in a recent article in artasiapacific in 
2011, when he writes: 
 
The question of what it means when something is not what it appears to 
be, and what the implications of this are on how we derive meaning from 
materiality, lie at the heart of Hany Armaniousʼs artistic process.295 
 
The question of what this means, represented by Armaniousʼs emphasis on 
resemblance and semblance, is what I devote the remainder of this chapter to. As we 
will see, Armanious disrupts identification through his investigation of resemblance in a 
way that is similar to Batailleʼs in his work in the Surrealist magazine DOCUMENTS. 
 
In his essay Doctrines: The Appearance of Things Simon Baker writes about open-
ended juxtapositions of apparent resemblance appearing in DOCUMENTS, the 
dissident Surrealist magazine that Bataille edited and contributed to. According to 
Baker, Bataille very probably played a primary role, although more manipulative than 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
293 Day, "TarraWarra Biennial 2008: Lost & found: an archeology of the present." p 57 
294 Jasper, "Hany Armanious: Unreality Bites." p 75 
295 Krischer, "Hany Armanious: Plundering the Uncanny Valley." p 122 
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authoritative, in the layout of the magazine.296 Dawn Ades and Fiona Bradley describe 
the “use of resemblance”297 in DOCUMENTS to draw humorous and disturbing visual 
and thematic parallels in order to disrupt definition and meaning. Baker describes Didi-
Hubermanʼs take on this as forms coming undone and destabilising, which he calls 
“formless resemblance.”298 Baker cites one resemblance in particular between an 
image of cave art juxtaposed with a Fernand Léger composition. An article on 
prehistoric rock paintings discovered in southern Rhodesia was finished with an image 
of the painting. The reader then turns the page to an essay on Fernand Léger, also 
with an image that bears a striking formal similarity to the cave painting image. This 
causes the reader to consider the meaning of the resemblance and the possibility of a 
link. The juxtaposition is subtle but unavoidable, but the reader is left with no other 
clues. Baker writes: 
 
The question remains, however to what end such mischievous, unhelpful 
comparisons and juxtapositions were contrived.299 
 
Baker goes on to describe that the answer is a kind of attack on form and resemblance, 
equating Batailleʼs concept of the “formless” with undoing the notion of resemblance by 
rendering it useless, so that the readers of DOCUMENTS are encouraged to, in 
Bakerʼs words, discover that their associations between prehistoric rock art and the 
abstract Léger painting are “symptomatic of a disruptive glitch in the process of 
representation.”300 
 
That is, the operation of the “formless” is one of undoing resemblance; what is 
“formless” resembles nothing. That is not to say that the actual resemblance is eroded, 
but the concept of resemblance as indicative of deeper connections301 is debased as it 
gradually makes less and less sense. Ades refers to Leirisʼs assessment of a Hans Arp 
exhibition in 1929, when Leiris writes: 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
296 Simon Baker, “Doctrines (The Appearance of Things),” in Dawn Ades, Simon Baker, and 
Fiona Bradley, "Undercover surrealism : Georges Bataille and Documents," (2006). p 35 
297 Dawn Ades and Fiona Bradley, Introduction in ibid. p 14 
298 Baker, “Doctrines (The Appearance of Things),” p 36 
299 Ades, Baker, and Bradley, "Undercover surrealism : Georges Bataille and Documents." p 37  
300 Ibid. p 38 
301 Also known as isomorphism, a term that I explain below. 
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His forms split their sides laughing and, in making almost everything 
resemble everything he overturns illusory classifications and the very 
hierarchy of created things.302 
 
Reading this description of Arpʼs exhibition, one could easily apply it to the whole of 
Armaniousʼs practice. Like Arp and Bataille, through resemblance, Armanious draws 
attention to and manipulates the human tendency to equate like with like.303 This 
phenomenon has been described by James Frazer as the “law of similarity” or 
“sympathetic magic” and posited as the method used by so-called “primitive” societies 
to gain power over something through processes of mimesis and resemblance, (it is 
also described by Michael Taussig in his book Mimesis and Alterity).304 To explain this 
idea, I will return to Frazer who coined the phrase, and Sigmund Freud who discussed 
it in his book Totem and Taboo. Clearly the way in which the terms have been used by 
Frazer and Freud are colonialist and derogatory, but what we shall see through the 
work of Armanious is that these practices that have been characterised as “primitive” 
are in fact alive and well in contemporary society. 
 
In 1890, social anthropologist James Frazer wrote The Golden Bough in which he 
advocated an advancement of human history from magic through to religion and finally 
science, albeit a uniquely European science as Tythacott points out.305 Both Frazer and 
Freud discuss what they identify as “primitive” types of thinking in relation to magic, as 
Frazer puts it,  
 
Both trains of thought are in fact extremely simple and elementary. It could 
hardly be otherwise, since they are familiar in the concrete, though 
certainly not in the abstract, to the crude intelligence not only of the 
savage, but of ignorant and dull-witted people everywhere.306  
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World, Holt et al., Hany Armanious: The Golden Thread. p 25 
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Freud similarly compares the psychology of primitive peoples and the psychology of 
neurotics.307 What they both identify as a characteristic of these “primitive” people is 
that they believe in what Frazer describes as two basic principles of magic. The first is 
called “The Law of Similarity” in which he posits “that like produces like, or that an 
effect resembles its cause.”308 
 
This same concept is described by Freud in Totem and Taboo when he examines the 
making of magical effigies,309 in which the construction of an effigy or likeness of a 
subject was made for the purpose of controlling that subject. For example, burning an 
effigy of a demon would have the effect of destroying the actual demon, or representing 
rain by sprinkling water through a sieve would cause it to rain. Freud describes these 
examples as a “primitive” tendency to equate like with like,310 similar to Frazerʼs “law of 
similarity.” In short, in this scheme something that appears to be something else, or 
resembles it, is regarded as possessing the same value or meaning as that other thing. 
The reason that I have referred to Freud and Frazer is to show that the basic principles 
of the “law of similarity” are not “primitive,” as they suggest, but continue to influence us 
today in various forms. 
 
The late contemporary artist and writer Mike Kelley located the presence of the “law of 
similarity” within, quite ironically, the thinking of modernist architect Adolf Loos, a man 
diametrically opposed to “savages” or “primitives.” Loosʼs essay Ornament and 
Crime,311 written in 1908, was heavily critical of ornament and described it as 
degenerate, erotic and criminal.  Loos believed that the removal of ornament from 
society would in turn remove the criminal and degenerate aspects from society, 
asserting that  
 
A person of our times who gives way to the urge to daub the walls with 
erotic symbols is a criminal or degenerate… the evolution of culture is 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
307 Freud, Totem and taboo; some points of agreement between the mental lives of savages and 
neurotics., p 1 
308 Frazer, The golden bough; a study in magic and religion. p 12. The other principle is called 
“The Law of Contagion or Contact,” see ibid. p 43 for more detail. 
309 Freud, Totem and taboo; some points of agreement between the mental lives of savages and 
neurotics. p 79 
310 Ibid. pp 80 - 81 
311 Adolf Loos and Adolf Opel, "Ornament and crime : selected essays," Studies in Austrian 
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synonymous with the removal of ornamentation from objects of everyday 
use.312  
 
Kelley compares this to Freudʼs descriptions of magical procedures in which effigies of 
subjects would be manipulated to control the subjects, and by extension to the “law of 
similarity.” Kelley writes: 
 
For Loos, the preservation of “criminal, erotic” ornament only serves to 
maintain criminality and eroticism in the world. Its erasure on the other 
hand, would he felt, help engender a chaste and orderly society. Loos 
himself is prone to a kind of “primitive” thinking – to a belief in the magic of 
the image, in the notion that “like” affects “like,” that the image is in 
essence the same as what it shows.313 
 
Kelley also describes one way in which this idea thrives outside of “primitive” magic 
when he writes that “the belief in the equality of image and imaged is the hallmark of 
the censor.”314 
 
This relationship between belief in the “law of similarity” and the subsequent censorship 
that may emerge is evident in a recent case in Australia. An exhibition at Roslyn Oxley 
Gallery of Bill Hensonʼs photographs of nude children was raided by police and his 
photographs seized.315 The photographs were deemed to be pornographic due to their 
nudity, even despite their lack of graphic detail. These critics of Hensonʼs work 
regarded the fact that the children were nude was tantamount to having nude children 
in the gallery, which in turn would attract paedophiles. This is an example of the “law of 
similarity” resulting in censorship as Kelley refers to above. George Pendle in a recent 
issue of Frieze magazine also clearly believes the “law of similarity” thrives in 
contemporary society. In his essay The Power of One, a response to a collection of 
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313 Mike Kelley and John C. Welchman, Foul perfection : essays and criticism  (Cambridge, 
Mass.: MIT Press, 2003). p 25 
314 Ibid. p 25 
315 “On May 24, 2008, Sydney police ʻseized up to 21 photographs of naked child models and 
said they would lay charges over an exhibition by the renowned Australian artist Bill Hensonʼ from 
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the Wellcome Collection, London in 2011, Pendle addresses this idea. He states that 
the amulets, according to their collector Edward Lovett, either operated through the 
“law of similarity” or “law of contagion.” He also goes on to compare contemporary 
items such as the iPhone or cigarette packet with amulets and as having “most 
successfully co-opted the promises that Lovettʼs amulets once offered.”316  
 
Clearly then, this type of thinking, in which the image of something has the same 
meaning or power as the actual thing portrayed, is not a sign of “primitive” thinking and 
lives on in the present. It is a pervasive pattern in human society in general. We will 
now see how the “law of similarity” is played out in the work of Armanious to offer the 
“gift of sight” as part of a disruption of identification. 
 
Armaniousʼs work Turns In Arabba (fig. 53) is a good starting point for showing how he 
disrupts identification through semblance.  
 
 
Fig 53: Hany Armanious,Turns in Arabba (installation view), 2005 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
316 George Pendle, "The Power of One: The strange allure of amulets," Frieze magazine, Jan-Feb 
2012. p 20 
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In Turns in Arabba, Armanious exhibited a selection of cast objects of similar formal 
character that he displayed in a freestanding cupboard. The objects included light 
bulbs, pepper grinders, candleholders, bells, ashtrays and various other forms that 
shared a common phallic, hand-turned appearance. Grouped together, the objects had 
a sense of shared likeness despite their functional difference. This semblance prompts 
the viewer to equate like with like by relating the objects or images with each other, 
trying to identify their deeper connections, other than physical semblance. Robert 
Leonard describes this process eloquently when he writes that Armanious: 
 
exploits our tendency to see the links between ideas due to arbitrary 
superficial resemblances between their signifiers, as if these affinities 
underpinned a deeper connection – a classic fallacy called 
“isomorphism.”317 
 
Isomorphism is a term very often used in mathematics and science. The origins of the 
word come from the Greek “isos” or “iso” meaning equal, and “morphe” or “morphosis,” 
meaning form or shape.318 Isomorphism has many uses as a term, but in this situation 
it refers to the belief of visual similarities or parallels between two different objects to 
reflect structural or content-based parallels. In the context of this meaning, what 
Leonard is describing when he refers to isomorphism above is an attempt to equate 
equal or similar form with equal or similar underlying qualities.319 The isomorphic fallacy 
is that what appears similar superficially is also similar in essence or internal structure. 
To give an example, Leonard writes: 
 
The problem of isomorphism is especially pronounced in Australian art 
today, where Aboriginal desert painting is habitually read through its 
resemblance to modernist painting.320 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
317 Leonard, “Catalogue of Errors,” p 29 
318 Eric W.  Weisstein, "Isomorphism," Wolfram Research, 
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319 Leonard also refers to a text by Rex Butler in Art and Text319 called Hany Armanious: The Gift 
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Leonard is referring here to the practice of exhibiting modernist abstraction with 
Aboriginal painting because of its similar appearance. Modernist abstraction has very 
often been compared to Aboriginal art on the basis that it appears the same, but often 
other reasoning is also applied. John McDonald in his review of the exhibition Utopia: 
the genius of Emily Kame Kngwaarreye 321 held in 2008 argues that “ ʻImpossibleʼ or 
not, it is right that we relate Emilyʼs work to modernism rather than the lame ironies of 
post-modernism,”322and “Indeed, if modernism is more a matter of style and technique 
rather than tradition, she may be considered the last great modernist of the twentieth 
century.”323 
 
McDonaldʼs argument is that because an artwork looks like Modernism due to itʼs style 
and technique it must have some deeper roots in it, that there must be hidden 
connections.  He agrees with the curator Margo Nealeʼs belief:  
 
she sees no reason why an Aboriginal artist could not arrive 
independently at similar discoveries to those made by the American 
Abstract Expressionists as they worked their way through the influences 
of Picasso and Surrealism; through the study of myths, and the 
psychoanalytical theories of Freud and Jung.324 
 
However, this supports the isomorphic fallacy and points to an endpoint or similar 
image signifying a similar journey or artistic process.325 This concept of the isomorphic 
fallacy that I have now outlined is evident in the case of Armaniousʼs Turns in Arabba. 
The viewer looks for deeper or underlying connections between the phallic, hand-
turned bulbous objects above and beyond their physical semblance. Leonard describes 
the objects and process here: 
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on contemporary non-indigenous Australian abstract painting was Aboriginal art. This was one 
exhibition that placed contemporary Aboriginal painting side by side with contemporary abstract 
painting without trying to imply that they were both forms of the western notion of abstraction. 
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Similarly shaped or purposed things from vastly different cultures hinting 
at some underlying shared significance. There one sifts through the 
displays trying to work out how the pieces are related, trying to 
understand…326 
 
The viewer is engaged in working out the artistʼs intention in grouping these objects 
together, looking for a hidden narrative. Claes Oldenburg adopted a similar approach in 
his Mouse Museum / Ray Gun Wing works (see fig. 54).  
 
 
Fig 54: Claes Oldenburg, Mouse Museum / Ray Gun Wing, 1972 
 
Oldenburg made many collections of objects that physically resembled each other, the 
forms were all similar to ray guns to be precise, similar to Armaniousʼs collections of 
pepper mill shapes in Turns in Arabba (2005). The connection between Oldenburgʼs 
work and Armaniousʼs is through the idea of a universal form, and I also include here 
an image of Armaniousʼs Le Nez to be compared with its referent Le Nez by 
Giacometti.  
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
326 Leonard, “Catalogue of Errors,” p 28 
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Fig 55: Hany Armanious, Le Nez, 2010 
 
 
Fig 56: Alberto Giacometti, Le Nez, 1947 (cast in 1965)  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Yve-Alain Bois notes that Oldenburg says the ray gun is the “universal angle.”327 I 
propose that Armaniousʼs phallic, bulbous pepper mill shapes from Turns in Arabba 
(see fig. 53) and Centre of the Universe (Central Core, Soft Core, Hard Core) function 
in a similar way as universal forms, while simultaneously illustrating the idea of 
isomorphic fallacy.  
 
Leonard describes Armanious as “hinting at a cosmic “singularity,” 328 and “looking 
back to a pre-scientific time, when people resorted to rustic metaphors to explain the 
universe.”329Except, it seems these “rustic metaphors” are perhaps not so rustic after 
all.  Historian G. E. R. Lloyd writes: 
 
Magic fails in practice. Yet its general aim is similar to that of applied 
science, to control events, and one of the means whereby it hopes to 
achieve this is using the links which it believes may be formed between 
things by their similarities.330 
 
That is, the existence of the “law of similarity” is not a mode of thought peculiar to 
“primitives” and neurotics as Freud would have it, but a common theme in many areas 
of human thought from ancient times to today, and in all types of human society.  
 
Returning to Armanious, and his pepper mill forms, what is at stake then? Why does 
Armanious draw attention to the “law of similarity?” There are two reasons: firstly 
because Armanious likes to reveal the “primitive” urges that pervade our contemporary 
society331 and that we like to think we have progressed from; and secondly because he 
wants to show us how we look at things, how we try and identify and draw connections 
between things, for example those that appear similar. He does this particularly 
effectively because he disrupts this process of identification. Charlotte Day describes it 
succinctly when she writes: 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
327 Bois, Krauss, and Pompidou, Formless: a user's guide. p 176 
328 Institute of Modern Art, Hany Armanious: Morphic Resonance. p 26 
329 Ibid. p 27 
330 G. E. R. Lloyd, Polarity and analogy: two types of argumentation in early Greek thought  
(Bristol; Indianapolis: Bristol Classical Press; Hackett, 1992). p 179                                                                                                                                                                                                          
331 I go into further detail on this matter towards the end of my fifth chapter. 
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The components of the work are carefully and purposefully composed and 
arranged, yet it is impossible to confidently connect the dots and work out 
the logic of this work and that is its point: the compulsion to order, 
process, arrange and resolve is limiting and debilitating. Armaniousʼs 
trade is in freedom of associations.332 
 
Through this disruption of identification and free associations, Armanious is able to 
offer the “gift of sight,” the power to the viewer to step outside themselves and consider 
how they see. But there is another key process that I have not discussed in the process 
of sight, and that is the way we idealise in order to make sense of things, and it is this 
that I will focus on in my final chapter. 
  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
332 Day, "TarraWarra Biennial 2008: Lost & found: an archeology of the present." pp 57-58 
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Chapter 5: destabilising idealism in dualisms 
 
As I have mentioned in my introduction, for the artist-shaman to offer the “gift of sight” a 
state of ambivalence must be maintained; the viewer needs to be confused as to the 
artist-shamanʼs exact position and attitude towards their subject This means that the 
viewer is put in a position where he or she decides. For the artist-shaman to offer the 
“gift of sight” this is paramount and in order to maintain this required state of 
ambivalence, the artist-shaman cannot take an idealised position. The attitude of 
ambivalence is cultivated most clearly in the ambivalence in dualisms. That is, the 
artist-shaman simultaneously presents both sides of a dualism without appearing to 
favour one side or the other, and in doing so, the artist-shaman sets up the perfect 
environment to offer the “gift of sight.” This is because in order for the “gift of sight” to 
be given, the artist must not impose their own vision, but rather enable a situation that 
allows the viewer to create their own and to thus understand how this process occurs. 
 
In this chapter I examine how the artist-shaman who offers the “gift of sight” creates 
and maintains a state of ambivalence, presenting two parts of a dualism without 
idealising one or the other. I investigate how idealism can be destabilised in dualisms in 
two ways: firstly through a transvaluation between the two parts of a dualism and 
secondly, by showing the impossibility of scission between the two parts of a dualism. I 
do this by showing how idealism is destabilised in the work of Armanious, Kristensen, 
Thek and myself in both of these ways, creating a state of ambivalence. I also give a 
backgrounding of ambivalence in dualisms through Bataille. 
 
The idea of an ambivalent state that simultaneously presents both parts of a dualism, 
without idealising one or another, is one that Bataille held an endless fascination for, 
and as a preface to the rest of this chapter I will give a brief description of his concept 
so that it may assist in the understanding of ambivalence in the work of the artist-
shaman who offers the “gift of sight.” 
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Idealism in dualisms 
 
A dualism is a theory that distinctions can be made between things that are 
diametrically opposed, for example: pure and impure, good and bad, or material and 
transcendent.333 Expert on Bataille, Denis Hollier, in his article The Dualist Materialism 
of Georges Bataille, recalls from Simone Pètrementʼs book Le Dualisme dans lʼhistoire 
de la philosophie et des religions334 that dualism designates a mode of thought based 
on the opposition between God and matter.335 Hollier describes examples of dualism 
used by Georges Bataille as good and evil, intelligible and sensible, transcendent and 
immanent, high and low, virile and feminine, vision and discourse, and profane and 
sacred.336 Bataille was particularly interested in the hierarchies that are created within 
dualisms through idealism,337 as Louise Tythacott points out in her book Surrealism 
and the Exotic: 
 
A recurrent motif in his writings is the confrontation of the hierarchical 
dualities we create through harsh juxtaposition - of good and evil, ideal 
and material, beautiful and ugly.338 
 
These hierarchical dualities are set up in part by their associations with each other. For 
example as Mike Kelley writes, the pairings: 
 
organic/geometric, adorned/unadorned, soft/hard, personal/social, 
female/male339 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
333 The term is often associated with Descartes and his “mind-body dualism,” entailing a distinct 
separation between mind and body. A good summary can be found here: 
http://www.iep.utm.edu/descmind/ 
334 Paris: Gallimard, 1946 
335 Denis Hollier and Hilari Allred, "The Dualist Materialism of Georges Bataille," Yale French 
Studies, no. 78 (1990), http://www.jstor.org/stable/2930119. p 127 
336 Ibid. p 127 
337 In On Nietzsche (1945), Georges Bataille writes: “Definition betrays desire. Its aim is the 
inaccessible summit. But the summit eludes any attempt to think about it. Itʼs what is. Never what 
should be”. Georges Bataille, On Nietzsche  (St Paul: Paragon House, 1992, 1994 (first 
paperback)). p 91 
338 Tythacott, "Surrealism and the exotic." pp 216-217 
339 Mike Kelley, Thoughts on Caricature in Mike Kelley and John C. Welchman, "Foul perfection : 
essays and criticism," (2003). p. 23 
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are intertwined with each other in such a way that they imply each other. That is, for 
example, good may become associated with unadorned, geometric, hard and male, 
subsequently providing an “aesthetics of morality,”340 that is deceptive in its 
appearance of a universal stability. Bataille shows us that the idea that dualisms are 
universal and morally stable is a fallacy: there is no inherent morality in the idealism 
that we give to one side of a dualism because associations, hierarchies and moralities 
shift. Take for instance the idea that animal slaughter and sacrifice has always been 
considered disgusting. Bataille disproves this fallacy when he describes how two 
activities: religion and sacrifice which were both equally respected and took place 
under the same roof, are now displaced. Religion is now upheld whilst the other, 
sacrifice, is deplored. Bataille describes it here: 
 
The slaughterhouse relates to religion in the sense that temples of times 
past… had two purposes, serving simultaneously for prayers and for 
slaughter… Nowadays the slaughterhouse is cursed and quarantined like 
a boat with cholera aboard… The victims of this curse are neither the 
butchers nor the animals, but those fine folk who have reached the point 
of not being able to stand their own unseemliness, an unseemliness 
corresponding in fact to a pathological need for cleanliness.341 
 
What Bataille is clearly describing here is an ongoing obsession with cleanliness, but 
more so, a shifting in our perception of what is clean, acceptable or desirable, what is 
ideal. We once aligned sacrifice and slaughter with goodness, now it is considered 
unsavoury. The philosopher and writer John Gray also refers to these shifting 
moralities in his book Straw Dogs in 2002: 
 
As conventional opinion moves on, the current egalitarian consensus will 
be followed by a new orthodoxy, equally certain that it embodies 
unchanging moral truth.342 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
340 Ibid. p. 23 
341 Georges Bataille, “Abbatoir,” in Oeuvres Complètes, 12 vols. (Paris: Gallimard, 1971-88) vol 1: 
p 205 translated by Betsy Wing in Denis Hollier, Against architecture : the writings of Georges 
Bataille  (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1989). pp xii-xiii 
342 John Gray, "Straw Dogs: Thoughts on Humans and Other Animals," (2002, 2003). p 103 
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Gray writes about a human unwillingness to accept that morality and idealism are 
subjective rather than being static positions defining a clear right and wrong. This 
points to what Bataille has described as humanityʼs obsession with finding the origin of 
the opposition between good and evil. Bataille writes 
 
The essence of morality is a questioning about morality; and the decisive 
move of human life is to use ceaselessly all light to look for the origin of 
the opposition between good and evil. 343   
 
That is, an obsession with finding stable moral oppositions within everything in the form 
of a dualism, such as black always aligning with evil or white with good. All of this 
points to an inherent instability of idealism in dualisms, showing that it is in turn 
possible to destabilise existent idealisms. Having established that these idealism or 
hierarchies within dualisms are created by humanity and not inherent, and having also 
shown that they are liable to shift, I can begin to establish a number of ways that 
idealism in dualisms can be destabilised so as create an environment with ambivalent 
ideals in which the artist-shaman can give the “gift of sight.” 
 
Firstly, we can transvaluate. However, simply realigning dualisms with each other to 
make something previously considered undesirable—such as shit—into something 
desirable is not enough. This represents only a simplistic inversion of value, and we still 
have the problem of idealism344 because now the formerly abject shit is considered 
ideal. We shall see that for artist-shamans who offer the “gift of sight” such as 
Armanious, idealism can be destabilised if there is a transvaluation, but one that is 
indicative of a continuous shift of values rather than a simple inversion of value. In 
Armaniousʼs work transvaluation remains in flux; it continues to shift even as you 
observe it, and this is what makes it destabilise idealism. For this reason when I refer to 
transvaluation henceforth it is not to describe simple inversion but to refer to a state 
that is in flux, in which value is in transition constantly. 
 
Secondly, as well as this operation of transvaluation, the destabilisation of idealism in 
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343 Georges Bataille, Ouevres completes, Vol 11: p 199 translated by Hilari Allred in Hollier and 
Allred, "The Dualist Materialism of Georges Bataille". p 125 
344 Bois and Krauss refer to this as the fetishization of excrement in their introduction in Bois, 
Krauss, and Pompidou, Formless: a user's guide. pp 22-23 
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that is, in reinforcing the notion that its two poles cannot be separated as the meaning 
of one is inextricably bound up in its relation to the other. This concept is very similar to 
what Jacques Derrida calls “undecidability” and is described by Dr Jack Reynolds345 
very well here: 
 
In its first and most famous instantiation, undecidability is one of Derridaʼs 
most important attempts to trouble dualisms, or more accurately, to reveal 
how they are already troubled. An undecidable, and there are many of 
them in deconstruction (eg. ghost, pharmakon, hymen, etc.), is something 
that cannot conform to either polarity of a dichotomy (eg. present/absent, 
cure/poison, and inside/outside in the above examples). For example, the 
figure of a ghost seems to neither present or absent, or alternatively it is 
both present and absent at the same time. 346 
 
That is, for instance, in the dualism of pure and impure, you cannot have the pure 
without the impure, as they only make sense in relation to each other. Bataille was 
particularly fond of this concept and this is evident as Krauss points out when she 
describes Bataille as relishing the fact that his term “alteration,” discussed later in this 
chapter, is “bifurcated from within.”347 That is, it is like the Latin word “Altus” which 
designates both high and low, because it designates the vertical in a state of “pre-
ambivalence.”348 It is this inseparability or undecidability, as Derrida puts it, that creates 
a wholeness from which the viewer can make something for themselves. 
 
Having addressed the basic concepts of this chapter, I will now describe in detail how 
the artist-shamans Armanious, Thek, Kristensen and myself maintain a state of 
ambivalence in their work through transvaluation and the impossibility of scission within 
dualisms. 
 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
345 Senior Lecturer, Program Coordinator, La Trobe University, Melbourne at the time of writing 
this thesis. 
346 Dr Jack Alan Reynolds, "Derrida," The Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy: A peer-reviewed 
academic resource(2002), http://www.iep.utm.edu/derrida/. unpaginated (section 5) 
347 Rosalind E. Krauss, “Olympia” in Bois, Krauss, and Pompidou, Formless: a user's guide. p 
150. Bataille explores this theme in “The Solar Anus” in Bataille and Stoekl, Visions of Excess: 
Selected Writings, 1927-1939. pp 5-9 
348 Jean Laplanche, “Time and the Other,” in Jean Laplanche and John Fletcher, Essays on 
otherness, Warwick studies in European philosophy (London ; New York: Routledge, 1999). p 
249 
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Transvaluation in the practice of Armanious 
 
The state of ambivalence that Armanious creates as to whether he is a believer or 
disbeliever is typical of how he situates himself in terms of dualisms. Robert Leonard 
describes this state of ambivalence particularly well when he writes: 
 
Hany Armaniousʼs work used to perplex me. I was unsure where he was 
coming from. Was he making fun of superstitious neo-pagans, quaint 
crystal-gazers and Raelians, or was he one of them himself?... Now I 
realise that my confusion is central to his work.349 
 
Armanious destabilises any notion of idealism within dualisms by refusing to advocate 
either one or the other, for example, the believer or the disbeliever. He does not sit on 
the fence in a state of uncertainty, rather he is ambivalent yet highly engaging and 
clearly cares very much for both elements in a dualism. For example he appears to be 
both believer and disbeliever at once. Armanious does not place more value on one 
than another, because his values are in flux. His work is in a constant state of 
transvaluation between dualisms. Armaniousʼs practice is full of dualisms that have 
been remarked upon by writers, such as: high and low,350 kitsch and high art, form and 
informe,351 making and unmaking, male and female, hard and soft,352 and natural and 
synthetic.353 What Armanious does when he presents these dualisms is to 
transvaluate; for example, by using a metaphor such as a table or plinth to indicate the 
dualism of base material and elevation,354 which he then develops. In the TarraWarra 
Biennial in 2008, Armanious exhibited a cast of a damaged section of polystyrene foam 
that he used as a shelf for his other works (see fig. 57).  
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
349 Institute of Modern Art, Hany Armanious: Morphic Resonance. p 21 
350 Leonard, “Catalogue of Errors,” p 24 
351 Institute of Modern Art, Hany Armanious: Morphic Resonance. p 23 
352 Ibid. p 27 
353 Coates, "Uncanny Nature." unpaginated 
354 Michael Ned Holte gives a very good description of this dualism in Armaniousʼs work in 
Michael Ned Holte, Party Pooper (Or the Basics of Bases), Holt et al., Hany Armanious: The 
Golden Thread. p 33, 35   
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Fig 57: Hany Armanious, Fair Trade, 2008 
 
Casting an object usually considered rubbish such as Styrofoam and then elevating it 
to a higher status is consistent with Armaniousʼs repositioning of high and low. The 
curator of the exhibition Fair Trade, Charlotte Day, writes that Armanious is “setting up 
a paradox between lightness and weight, solidity and vulnerability, waste and value.”355 
The paradox occurs through the deceptive appearance of the objects, and the standing 
in of the cast Styrofoam as a shelf, giving it privilege.  
 
Armanious has cast leafblowers, old wicker baskets and bamboo blinds,356 push-pins, 
pin board, and fish bins357 amongst other items usually considered to be of little value. 
By repositioning them as artworks he shifts their value. Michael Ned Holte refers to this 
aspect of Armaniousʼs work when he writes “The idea of transvaluation is not new, and 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
355 Day, "TarraWarra Biennial 2008: Lost & found: an archeology of the present." p 57 
356 Jasper, “The Fetish Object,” p 69. 
357 Such as in Sphinx, 2009   cast asphalt, cast polyurethane, gouache   54 × 42 × 66cm in Uncanny 
Valley at Roslyn Oxley 2009. 
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one can certainly connect the notion to any number of significant artistic gestures of the 
twentieth century.”358  
 
Holte gives Marcel Duchampʼs urinal, and Kurt Schwitters Merz concept as examples. 
In the case of Duchamp, the transvaluation occurs when the value usually given to an 
artwork is transferred to a urinal, after he places it on a pedestal in Fountain in 1917.359 
Schwitters does the same thing when he transfers the value given to artwork to such 
base and everyday materials as toe-nail clippings and newspaper clippings, to name a 
few such materials that he employed in his Merzbauen. Armanious transvaluates in a 
similar way to that of Duchampʼs urinal, by playing with the idea of artwork and 
pedestal as head and body but Armanious always takes it a step further. Olivier 
Krischer quotes Armanious as saying: 
 
Iʼm still working with the support and the pedestal as sculptural 
propositions in themselves, and playing with the dislocation of head and 
body.360 
 
This notion of head and body as a metaphor was also popular with Bataille. Neil Cox 
says that Bataille was obsessed with the role of decapitation in sacrifice as an 
“overturning of civilization, of morality, of idealism.”361 Bataille was also part of a secret 
society called Acéphale,362 meaning ʻheadlessʼ in Greek. The concept of headless-ness 
appealed to him because of its destruction of hierarchy, which is similar to Armaniousʼs 
relocation of head and body and overturning ideals. But Armanious takes relocation a 
step further because he does not simply swap the pedestal for the head, or vice versa: 
instead he confuses the matter. As Holte writes, perhaps the term “transvaluation” is 
not enough to describe what Armanious does, perhaps it is “too anodyne a term - too 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
358 Holte, “Party Pooper,” p 33 
359 Holt et al., Hany Armanious: The Golden Thread. p 33 
360 Krischer, "Hany Armanious: Plundering the Uncanny Valley." p 129 
361 Neil Cox, “Sacrifice,” in Ades, Baker, and Bradley, "Undercover surrealism : Georges Bataille 
and Documents." pp 112 - 113 
362Batailleʼs manifesto for Acéphale was published in Bataille, Oeuvres complètes. vol 2: p 273 
and is also in English in Georges Bataille and Annette Michelson, "Program (Relative to 
"Acéphale")," October 36, no. ArticleType: research-article / Issue Title: Georges Bataille: 
Writings on Laughter, Sacrifice, Nietzsche, Un-Knowing / Full publication date: Spring, 1986 / 
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polite, too tidy - to accurately describe the excess of matter and dizzying signification at 
work here.”363 
 
This is why I have argued to consider the term transvaluation as meaning a 
transvaluation in constant flux. So what is the purpose of these deliberate 
transvaluations or  “miscategorisations”364 as Leonard describes them? It would be 
easy to label Armaniousʼs approach as lazy or lacking focus, or even simply ironic, as 
the art critic John McDonald has labelled it in his rather scathing report of Armaniousʼs 
work at the 54th Venice Biennale.365 
 
 
Fig 58: Hany Armanious, Set and Setting (installation view), 2010   
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
363 Holte, “Party Pooper,” p 41 
364 Leonard, “Catalogue of Errors,” p 29 
365 McDonald, "54th Venice Biennale". 
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Fig 59: Hany Armanious, Happiness (installation view), 2010   
 
However, to do so would be, ironically, lazy. What could be viewed as wishy-washy 
complacency, or as McDonald puts it, a straight-up “piss-take”366 or ironic, is actually 
far more complex. We must be careful not to label Armaniousʼs work as “anti” in any 
way. Armanious does not simply replace an idealised form on a pedestal with a non-
idealised form, for example a leaf-blower or Burger King hat. He is not about uprooting 
old idealisms and simply repositioning them or inverting value367 in a reactionary way, 
he is more about destabilising than repositioning. The representation of Armanious as 
a rebellious and reactionary “anti” artist is too superficial a reading, and potentially one 
that has a come as a result out of the artistʼs non-conformity to what critics like 
McDonald see as the role of the artist: that of presenting clear ideas and certainty. As 
Desmond puts it: 
 
Armaniousʼs work appears to hover outside the conventional visual 
debate, rather than as a calculated anti-aesthetic from a one-time bad 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
366 Ibid. 
367 A problem that Bois and Krauss address in Formless when they discuss transposition 
throughout the book but in particular Yves Alain Bois, “Base Materialism,”  in Bois, Krauss, and 
Pompidou, Formless: a user's guide. pp 51 -62 
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boy… Instead Armanious confronts us with the painful sincerity of 
uncertainty.368 
 
What Armanious is doing here is destabilising the order of idealism within the objects, 
attacking the value system that we give to objects and creating a landscape of 
uncertainty. For example, in Set and Setting (see fig. 58) and in Happiness (see fig. 
59), both from his exhibition The Golden Thread in the Venice Biennale in 2011, 
Armanious casts sheets of cheap masonite and a crappy, damaged Styrofoam ball in 
valuable casting materials.369 Traditionally, a cast is often a cheaper mass-produced 
replica of an original more expensive object, but in Armaniousʼs case, the cast is so 
perfect, so beautifully made that it could surpass the original. In Adzeena Persius (see 
fig 60), also from The Golden Thread, he cast a Burger King hat in expensive materials 
such as gold-plated silver, garnets and blue topaz whereas the original would have 
been made from mass-produced coloured paper,370 making the cast far more valuable 
than the original. To make things even more complex, the original Burger King hat is 
itself a cast. John Kelly describes it as “a translation of a pre-existing simulacra;”371 that 
is, Armanious is making a cast of a cast. But unlike a cast used in mass-production, 
each of Armaniousʼs casts is what Jasper calls “a new artifact,”372 they are not 
multiples of an older artifact. 
  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
368 Desmond, "Hany Armanious: Art Nouveau Barbeque." p 35 
369 Although John Kelly mentions the materials used for casting are close to those of the original. 
John Kelly, "The Golden Thread: Hany Armanious at the Venice Biennale," Art Monthly Australia, 
no. 241 (2011). p 12 
370 Jasper, “The Fetish Object,” p 67. Jasper refers to the original crown as coloured paper. 
371 Kelly, "The Golden Thread: Hany Armanious at the Venice Biennale." p 12 
372 Jasper, "Hany Armanious: Unreality Bites." p 79 
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Fig 60, Hany Armanious, Adzeena Persius, 2010   
 
In the case of Adzeena Persius the final product is perhaps closer to the coloured 
paper Burger King hat than what was originally referenced: a crown. But what comes 
out of it, as is the case with Armaniousʼs casts of a Styrofoam ball, a venetian blind and 
a pin board (also in the exhibition The Golden Thread) is the distinct impression that 
the artist is questioning the value systems we place on artworks, through materials, 
aesthetic, function, originality and so on; that is he is questioning the very processes 
that we go about when we look at something, and that those processes frequently 
involve the idealising of form through dualisms. 
 
Unfortunately, as I have already mentioned, the confusion Armanious creates by 
destabilising idealism within dualisms is occasionally misconstrued as primarily “anti” or 
simply reactionary. His topsy-turvy mixing of values leads to the suspicion that 
Armanious is suggesting, for instance, that the other works in the Venice Biennale, 
labelled by Sebastian Smee as “the worldʼs most important contemporary art 
extravaganza”,373 are only as valuable as some of his more everyday detritus, such as 
the Styrofoam ball or the venetian blind in The Golden Thread. Smee picks this up, as 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
373 Sebastian Smee, "Vanity Case: The 54th Venice Biennale," The Monthly, no. July 2011 
(2011), http://www.themonthly.com.au/54th-venice-biennale-vanity-case-sebastian-smee-3459. 
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well as problems of representation when he writes of Armanious and in particular of 
Adzeena Persius: 
 
The theme, again, is vanity: the ultimate arbitrariness of our systems of 
value (a Burger King crown), the pointlessness of clinging to one set of 
values over another and the strange redundancy, noticed by Pascal,374 
inherent in the attempt to represent things, whether we admired them in 
the original or not.375 
 
Smee clearly sees the transvaluations taking place, but he fails to see the point in what 
he calls just:  
 
another “move”, a gesture, the latest in a series of inversions – values that 
were already dizzy and discombobulated from so many past upheavals.376 
 
Smee sees the cast of a Styrofoam ball or a pinboard as one-off inversion and 
imagines that Armanious is implying that the ball and pinboard are just as valuable as 
the 1932 Picasso sculpture Tête de Femme that Armanious also cast in Effigy of an 
Effigy with Mirage.377 Smee sees these inversions as only another predictable step in 
the story of a self-critical, reactionist art history. He believes that the work of artists like 
Armanious “pours scorn on artʼs dream of establishing an alternative, a better, a more 
coherent reality.”378 
 
Smee also proclaims that this scorn is not misplaced, but that Armaniousʼs work is too 
safe in its ironic nature. He is right in thinking that Armanious is not interested in 
providing an alternative reality, but neither is he being merely ironic or scornful. Smeeʼs 
reading is one in which Armaniousʼs everyday objects and modern high art cast in 
polyurethane resin are juxtaposed together in an Australian egalitarianism, with an 
occasional inversion of hierarchy through the use of expensive materials as he did in 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
374 Smee is referring to Blaise Pascal 1623 – 1662. Pascal wrote: “How useless is painting which 
attracts admiration by the resemblance of things, the originals of which we do not admire!” Blaise 
Pascal, Pensées, Penguin classics (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1966). p 38 (number 134) 
375 Smee, "Vanity Case: The 54th Venice Biennale". unpaginated 
376 Ibid. unpaginated 
377 In Armaniousʼs exhibition Hany Armanious: The Golden Thread, 54th Venice Biennale, 
Australian Pavilion, 2011 
378 Smee, "Vanity Case: The 54th Venice Biennale". 
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Adzeena Persius. Smeeʼs reduction of Armaniousʼs work to simplistic egalitarianism 
and ironic inversion is perhaps not completely fair or considered, even though he 
agrees with the Daily Beastʼs art critic Blake Gopnik who he quotes as saying that 
Armaniousʼs work at the Biennale “has almost zero spectacle value and demands 
concentration and thought.”379 
 
Perhaps Smee needed to look longer to see beyond the immediate inversions, which 
far from being simplistic are more slippery than reactionary. John McDonald has also 
criticised Armaniousʼs work for similar reasons that Smee has: its obliqueness and its 
simple inversion techniques, or as McDonald terms it “irony.”380 But like Smee, 
McDonald moves prematurely. A more considered approach would be that of Adam 
Jasperʼs, who wrote in 2009: 
 
Ten years ago art critic John McDonald, frustrated by the obliqueness of 
Armaniousʼs work, wrote sarcastically, “sincerity is the least desirable 
quality in the contemporary arena”. However McDonald was utterly wrong 
in his conclusions.381 
 
McDonald is sniping at what he sees to be Armaniousʼs simplistic inversion and irony. 
This is because what neither Smee, when he writes that he sees Armanious “cast 
doubt on the whole artistic enterprise, exposing and mocking its vanities,”382nor 
McDonald, when he describes Armaniousʼs Venice Biennale entry as “piss-takes on 
Giacometti”383 see is firstly, the way that this reflects badly on them. Nor does it take 
into account secondly, the reverance and diligence with which Armanious treats his 
subjects. 
 
Firstly, the reason this reflects badly on Smee and McDonald is because what 
Armanious does in his work is reflect our own thinking when we look at an artwork, as I 
have discussed earlier. Armaniousʼs work is never to be viewed quickly, because there 
is never a simple transvaluation from one part of a dualism to another; instead, his 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
379 Ibid. p 2 
380 McDonald, "54th Venice Biennale". 
381 Jasper, "Hany Armanious: Unreality Bites." p 76 
382 Smee, "Vanity Case: The 54th Venice Biennale". p 2 
383 John McDonald, "Anarchy & order in Copenhagen,"(2011), 
http://johnmcdonald.net.au/2011/697/. 
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work requires contemplation. McDonald completely misses this characteristic of 
Armaniousʼs work when he attacks his reworking of Giacomettiʼs Le Nez as a “piss-
take”. McDonald writes “Armaniousʼs Le Nez is just a gag. The leaf-blower suggests 
someone blowing their nose. Tee-hee!”384 
 
In fact, the joke is on McDonald, if there is one, for making the connection between 
nose and leaf-blower and leaving it at that. Anne Ellegood refers to Armaniousʼs Le 
Nez in a thorough account385 as does Adam Jasper,386 both in the catalogue for The 
Golden Thread at Venice. Rex Butler on the other hand refers to Armanious in a much 
more considered way when he writes that his work “is never to be seen 
straightforwardly or directly, but only obliquely,”387 which is to say that taking it at 
immediate face value is not helpful. Butler does not see Armaniousʼs transvaluations as 
simplistic inversions. For example, he describes the inverted wineglasses with their 
hotmelt casts perched atop them from Untitled Snake Oil (see fig. 64) as relating the 
inside to the outside, and asks: “What do all these ferocious efforts at manipulation, 
recombination, and reorientation aim at? What is Armanious seeking to render 
visible?”388 For Butler it is the “gaze” that is rendered visible and as I have described in 
my introduction he goes on to say that it takes the form of a “stain” in the visual field, 
reminding us that nothing is yet clear, there is still something else to be seen.  
 
Secondly, the reverence with which Armanious treats his subjects is not indicative of 
someone merely doing a “piss-take” or being ironic. Armaniousʼs painstaking 
commitment to reproducing both everyday objects and high art with the same care and 
precision denies any simplistic hierarchical shift, or inversion. Nor does such 
categorisation take into account what Jasper calls the “presence and intensity” of his 
works “that goes beyond any notion of parody,”389 which is to say that simple irony is 
not helpful here. Armanious does not simply invert value in an ironic gesture. He does 
not merely elevate the Styrofoam ball to the status of the Picasso sculpture in an act of 
transposition. If he wished to do that, he could place the original Styrofoam ball on a 
pedestal as Duchamp did with his urinal. He casts almost all of his materials and whilst 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
384 ———, "54th Venice Biennale". 
385 Ellegood, “Stopping the World,” in Holt et al., Hany Armanious: The Golden Thread. pp 15-17 
386 Jasper, “The Fetish Object,” ibid. p 63 
387 Butler, "Hany Armanious: the gift of sight." p 69 
388 Ibid. p 69 
389 Jasper, "Hany Armanious: Unreality Bites." p 76 
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that creates an equivalent status of sorts, it does not state what that status is; it is this 
state of ambivalence that allows the viewer to see the gaze, because it allows the 
viewer to contemplate a myriad of possibilities without being directed towards one 
place. 
 
Transvaluation in my practice 
 
Destabilising idealism within dualisms is also an important attribute of my work. It has 
the same function as it does in Armaniousʼs practice, in that there is confusion in many 
cases as to my position. For example, in a recent installation of works in the group 
exhibition Bad Angle at Stills Gallery in 2011, the idealism in the dualism of belief and 
disbelief was destabilised. The response from the viewer was one of confusion as to 
whether I was a believer or a disbeliever; whether I was seriously engaged in the work, 
or being ironic and “taking the piss.” The actual installation consisted of photographs of 
a ritualistic-looking performance, such as Dick Tickle Dada (see fig. 61) in which I 
performed in costume with an animal mask and whips. The photographs were exhibited 
alongside the actual costume, mask and whips from that performance, along with a 
video work of another ritualistic-looking performance The Last Visible Dog (see figures 
52 and 70), also performed in masks. The work was presented as evidence or artifacts 
in part such as they might be in a museum. However, the presence of lumps of coal 
used as magnets in Dick Tickle Dada for example, and the black glass floor panels that 
reflected The Last Visible Dog, disrupted the rest of the formal museum-like display by 
adding a theatrical element, creating a dualism of fiction and reality. 
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Fig 61: Clare Milledge, installation view of Dick Tickle Dada, 2011, photograph by Jamie 
North 
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Fig 62: Clare Milledge, Kangaroo Air-Breaker Sound-Breaker Costume, (installation 
view), 2011, photograph: Jamie North 
 
The theatricality of the space combined with the museum-like display of objects, 
isolated and downlit in a darkened space, created an uncertain atmosphere. This 
raises a number of questions: Is the work documentation of an actual action or ritual, or 
is it a fictitious illusion? This also sets up a range of dualisms for the viewer: real or 
unreal, fact or fiction, believer or disbeliever, cynical or utopian. Margaret Farmer in her 
review of the exhibition, likened one photograph, Purifying Dance (see fig. 63), to 
“Aboriginal ceremonial dancing within a circle of flour that evokes desert sand.”390 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
390 Farmer, "Bad Angle (Review)." p 89 
  
138 
 
Fig 63: Clare Milledge, Purifying Dance, 2011 
 
Farmer described the installation as “uncomfortable”, risking “farce and ridicule,” but 
treading the “side of solemnity” upon a “very fine line.”391 Again, questions are raised: Is 
the performance a mockery or is it a mimetic attempt to reconnect spiritually with the 
landscape? The flour is, after all, a symbolic motif of the landscape because my 
performance takes place in an old flour-mill. The answer is not forthcoming, and 
potentially causes the viewer to consider the value and importance of whether or not 
the image is authentic – that is, whether it matters if the artist is authentic or non-
authentic. Similarly, in Cleansing Facial Mask in 2011, a primitive-looking mask made 
from natural materials is placed on the wall of a contemporary gallery and the viewer is 
led to question whether the work is authentic or inauthentic.392 The viewer is prompted 
to contemplate whether or not this is an authentic piece of indigenous art or an 
imitation. However, these questions are never answered. By drawing attention to the 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
391 Ibid. p 89 
392 This action refers to the Surrealist practice of holding exhibitions that included African art, 
paintings by children and everyday objects amongst works by artists. This practice was rejected 
by Michael Leiris for transforming a ritual object into a common art object, the same process as 
transvaluation. Dawn Ades, “Beaux-Arts,” in Ades, Baker, and Bradley, "Undercover surrealism : 
Georges Bataille and Documents." p 53 
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perceived positioning of an authentic form as more ideal than an imitative one, the work 
questions the way the viewer makes a judgement when they see. It is this revealing of 
the gaze that is the “gift of sight,” because it shows the viewer their own impulse to 
categorise and to idealise form. We have seen now how idealism in dualisms can be 
destabilised through transvaluations, and now we will see how it can also be achieved 
through showing the impossibility of scission between two parts of a dualism. 
 
 
The impossibility of scission in the practices of Armanious and Thek 
 
Armanious and Thek both destabilise idealism in dualisms by showing the impossibility 
of scission between two parts of a dualism in ways that are frequently very similar. In 
Armaniousʼs Untitled Snake Oil, (see fig. 64) which involves a casting process that 
began in 1998 and is still potentially continuing, both mold and cast are presented 
simultaneously. The mold literally supports the cast like a plinth, spelling out the co-
dependency of one opposite on another. Leonard describes them as polarities:  
 
polarized brands of pleasure… rude, excessive and meaty on the one 
hand: the discrimination of the refined, discrete and nicely-done on the 
other. And yet each state seemed to imply the other.393 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
393 Leonard, “Catalogue of Errors,” p 23 
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Fig 64: Hany Armanious, Untitled Snake Oil, 2003 
 
That is, neither state—inside or out, hard or soft, cast or mold—was possible without 
the other. The recurring motif of melted substances in Armaniousʼs work is reminiscent 
of Batailleʼs interest in melting, and the myth of Icarus, which also relates to the 
impossibility of scission in dualisms. Icarus flies too close to the sun whilst wearing 
wings fashioned for him by his father Daedalus; the feathers are bound with wax, which 
melts from the heat of the sun, causing Icarus to fall to his death in the sea.394 Bois 
described395 Batailleʼs ongoing interest in melting and suggested that its entropic 
process was maybe one of the reasons that he was so fascinated by the Icarian myth. 
According to Bois, Bataille believed Icarus was not able to accept  “the sunʼs division in 
two; he only wanted to see the elevated sun, without considering itʼs base 
combustion.”396 
 
For Bataille then, the melting process of the wax holding Icarusʼs wings together 
signified the dangers of total idealism and the impossibility of scission of an elevated 
sun and a base combustion. This melting is the transition between high and low. In 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
394 Karl Kilinski II, "Bruegel on Icarus: Inversions of the Fall," Zeitschrift f√ºr Kunstgeschichte 67, 
no. 1 (2004). p 92 
395 Yve-Alain Bois, “Sweats of the Hippo,” in Bois, Krauss, and Pompidou, Formless: a user's 
guide. p 181 
396 Yve-Alain Bois, “Dialectic” in ibid. p 69 
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Armaniousʼs case, the hotmelt, like the wax, embodies the transitional state. In works 
such as Selflok (see fig. 42) the hotmelt represents the impossibility of scission 
between process and product. This juxtaposition of opposing forces that are co-
dependent brings to mind Thekʼs Technological Reliquaries (see figures 65 and 66) 
that he began producing in 1964. Thekʼs works consisted of immaculate Plexiglas 
boxes that contained life-like meat pieces and body casts made from coloured wax. In 
an interview with Gene Swenson in Artnews, April 1966, he comments: 
 
The dissonance of the two surfaces, glass and wax, pleases me: one is 
clear and shiny and hard, the other is soft and slimy. I try to harmonize 
them without relating them, or the other way around. At first the physical 
vulnerability of the wax necessitated the cases; now the cases have 
grown to need the wax.397 
 
Thek shows the impossibility of scission between the dualism of soft and hard, the 
meat and the Plexiglas. 
 
 
Fig 65: Paul Thek, Untitled (Meat Piece with Flies), 1965 
 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
397 Swenson, “Beneath the Skin,” p 347 
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Fig 66: Paul Thek, Untitled, 1966, photograph: Geoffrey Clements 
 
According to Delehanty, Thek works with these oppositions, or dualisms as I call them, 
to ask questions about the role of scientific progress, history and technology in human 
“perfectability” and whether or not they have had negative impact on our connection 
with the natural world and “mythic time.” Delehanty describes Thek as believing that:  
 
Modern manʼs aim to triumph over nature through technology repeats the 
errors of the ancients, and raises up a new Babylon in machine-age 
guise… This contemporary version of the opposition between sacred and 
profane, nature and civilization underlies all of Thekʼs work.398 
 
Delehanty writes of Thekʼs environments being a conflation of Scripture, literature and 
art with highly symbolic components, and that his environments often expressing his 
desire to reunite the natural and the man-made. Delehanty also cites the Cave in 
Processions as referencing the caves of Altamira and Lascaux, famous for their Upper 
Paleolithic cave paintings, as well as a shelter for humanity in its natural state.399 
Thekʼs attempts to reunify humanity and nature as well as the sacred and the profane 
show his desire to present the impossibility of scission between these two components 
of humanity and nature, a theme common in my own practice. 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
398 Delehanty, “Paul Thek: Seeking the Way,” p 268 
399 Falckenberg et al., Paul Thek: artist's artist. p 268 
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The impossibility of scission in my practice 
 
My practice is known for its uncertain nature through its confusion of authority,400 but 
also through my unwillingness to position myself and commit to one aspect of a 
dualism over another. This has been discussed above in my subsection 
“Transvaluation in my practice” in reference to the confusion of value, but I also bring 
attention to the impossibility of scission in dualisms using similar themes to Thek, such 
as humanity and nature.  
 
 
Fig 67: Clare Milledge, Human Progression and Other Modernist Myths, 2011 
 
For example, in my work Human Progression and Other Modernist Myths (see fig. 67), 
the text reads “Man and Nature My Ass.” Ass can mean behind or rump, but it may also 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
400 As I have discussed in chapter two in the section “Identification with the shaman: Kristensen 
and myself.” 
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mean donkey, and in Old Norse ʻÁssʼ is the equivalent of God. The text suggests the 
impossibility of scission between the duality of humanity and nature, as well as the 
stupidity inherent in such a project, implied by “my ass.” The Norse aspect of “my ass” 
also references what has been identified as the perceived split of humanity from nature 
at the time that religion,—in this case God or Àss—began to play a part in humanityʼs 
history.401The split between humanity and nature has been addressed in some detail by 
Bataille in his studies of the paintings in the caves in Lascaux. My practice contains 
many references to this split, evident in my drawings An Exercise in Basic Animality 
(see fig. 68) and Caudal Autotomy, as well as my use of animal masks, such as my 
kangaroo skin mask that featured in photographs including Kangaroo Painting (see fig. 
69) and my bird mask that featured in The Last Visible Dog (see fig. 70). 
 
 
Fig 68: Clare Milledge, A Basic Exercise in Animality, 2008 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
401 Piedad Solans, "Horror y animalidad/Horror and animality," Lapiz 23, no. 199-200, Jan.-Feb. 
2004 (2004). p 34 
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Fig 69: Clare Milledge, Kangaroo Painting (detail), 2011 
 
 
 
Fig 70: Clare Milledge, The Last Visible Dog (production still), 2009 
 
What this does, apart from referencing shamanism,402 is point to a time when the 
separation between humans and animals was not perceived to be so distinct. 
Importantly, this was also a time when the hierarchical dualist structures which 
dominate our culture so much now were only beginning to be formed. Piedad Solans403 
describes this time, when she writes the only way we can consider our own animality is 
to shatter: 
 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
402 As mentioned in chapter one: “the identity of the authoritative artist-shaman” when I discuss 
the shaman as represented by the human animal hybrid. 
403 Spanish writer and Doctor of History of Art. 
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the religious dualist structure that has separated mankind from animals 
conferring the former a degree of perfection and a soul in a hierarchical 
creation (god/man, god/devil, human/animal, spirit/matter) and standing at 
that boundary – that which is denied by humanism and forbidden by Moral 
and Law – beyond reason and language, which affects human animality 
itself and has more in common with the ambiguity of the flesh, the vertigo 
of identity, and even with madness and alienation, than with culture and 
its mediations.404 
 
This is to say that what is involved in thinking again of ourselves as animals is the 
rethinking of all the hierarchies we have set up for ourselves as part of our humanism.  
 
Bataille also refers to this split, and to the beginnings of dualist structures. Bataille 
describes the birth of humanity as a period of tens of thousands of years that Lascaux 
participated in, rather than a specific date that saw the “birth” of humanity.405 His many 
writings on Lascaux were based around a section of the caves known as the “pit” or 
“well-scene” (see fig. 2) that depicted a rhinoceros, a bison and a bird-headed human. 
Bataille identifies this time as the moment406 when humanity began to deny itʼs own 
animality. However, counter to this, shamanism represents a return to a time when 
humans saw themselves as equal or inferior to animals and cultivated human animal 
closeness. As philosopher John Gray puts it, “For much of history and all of prehistory, 
humans did not see themselves as being any different from the other animals among 
which they lived.”407Bataille explains that the shift away from the animal occurred at 
around the same time as the cave paintings of Lascaux:408 “the earliest prehistoric art 
surely marks the passage from animal to man.”409 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
404 Solans, "Horror y animalidad/Horror and animality." p 34 
405A good assessment of Batailleʼs writings on the birth of humanity and art in relation to Lascaux 
is given in Stuart Kendallʼs introduction “The Sediment of the Possible,” in Bataille and Kendall, 
The cradle of humanity: prehistoric art and culture. pp 9-31 
406 What Bataille means by “moment” refers to a span of 10, 000 yrs rather than a precise year. 
407 John Gray, Straw Dogs: Thoughts on Humans and Other Animals  (New York: Farar, Straus 
and Giroux, 2002, 2003). p 17 
408 It is interesting to note here that Thek also referenced the cave, and Altimira and Lascaux in 
Processions as the “shelter for man in his natural state” in Suzanne Delehanty, “Paul Thek: 
Seeking the Way,” p 268 
409 Georges Bataille, The Passage from Animal to Man and the Birth of Art in Bataille and 
Kendall, The cradle of humanity: prehistoric art and culture. p 58 
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Bataille talks in detail about the importance of the paintings of human animal hybrids 
because for him the fact that the human-animal hybrids were humans wearing animal 
masks was transgressive. At the time of humanityʼs “birth” the fact that animal masks 
were worn showed a time: 
 
when man saw himself for what he had become, accepted, far from 
feeling ashamed of, as we do, the share of the animal that remained 
within him, and disguised the humanity that distinguished him from the 
animals. He masked the face of which we are proud, and he flaunted that 
which our clothes conceal.410 
 
In other words, humanity had not yet completely rejected the animal world. The 
transgression was enacted through their attempt to reconnect with it by hiding the face 
and making it animal, and revealing the body as it is. As Guerlac puts it neatly: 
 
They signify a refusal by the artists of Lascaux to depict the human form 
that Bataille interprets as a negation of the passage from nature to culture 
(or from beast to man); they signify the negation of interdiction associated 
with transgression.411 
 
The revealing of the animal within the human and human-animal closeness within my 
practice draws out the impossibility of scission as a theme, and also sets up the 
impossibility of scission of another dualism: “primitive” and contemporary. 
 
The impossibility of scission: revealing the “primitive” 
 
The impossibility of scission in dualisms is represented in the work of the artist-shaman 
who offers the “gift of sight” frequently by a revealing of the so-called “primitive” in the 
contemporary. This works to destabilise the dualisms of “primitive” and contemporary, 
progression and regression, high and low, and various other dualisms that may be 
associated. This is particularly evident in the work of Armanious, Kristensen, Thek and 
myself.  
 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
410 Ibid. p 61 
411 Guerlac, "The Useless Image: Bataille, Bergson, Magritte." p 36 
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Armanious has clearly been observed to reveal the “primitive” in many of his works. 
Robert Leonard makes an excellent case for Armaniousʼs knack for revealing the low 
inside the high in this lengthy but illuminating statement regarding Armaniousʼs Selflok 
(see fig. 42):  
 
Back in 1939, in his classic essay “Avant-Garde And Kitsch”, Clement 
Greenberg railed against kitsch, which he saw as pretend high-culture, 
marinated in sentimentality to make it palatable for the plebs. But Selflok 
suggested something else again if read in relation to 1980s contemporary 
artʼs “high culture”, those German neo-expressionists with their 
celebration of folk-nationalist traditions: Anselm Kiefer, with his 
preposterous occult beliefs (frequently passed off as weighty historical 
engagement), and Georg Baselitz, with his love of woodland tropes (his 
preference for the gnome over the angel). Selflok didnʼt add something 
bogus to high culture so much as make explicit something already bogus 
within it, as if flagging high cultureʼs unadmitted truth.412 
 
The unadmitted truth is that there is an impossibility of scission between high and low, 
between “primitive” and contemporary. What is interesting is that this “primitiveness” 
emerges more often than not in the form of gnomish folkish icons such as the garden 
gnome or dwarf that lurk within high modernist themes. In Armaniousʼs installation 
Selflok a dwarf appears in the form of a garden gnome mold, and elves appear as part 
of an “Elf-Shelf Kit.” Like Armanious, Thek also uses the garden gnome in works such 
as Dwarf (Assurbanipal) also Dwarf (Rainbow Pattern) and Dwarf Parade Table from 
The Procession in 1969 (see fig. 71). Suzanne Delehanty lists the dwarf as one of 
Thekʼs heroic artist figures as opposed to his more despairing “Hippie” and “Warrior.” 
For Delehanty, Thek sees the dwarf as the hero of Arte Povera or process art because, 
as she quotes Thek, the dwarf is “the one who did the most with the least.”413  
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
412 Leonard, “Catalogue of Errors,”  p 24 
413 Delehanty, “Paul Thek: Seeking the Way,” p 275, p 278 
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Fig 71: Paul Thek, The Procession/The Artistʼs Co-op  (installation view at Stedelijk 
Museum, Amsterdam), 1969, photograph: Edwin Klein 
 
The positioning of the dwarf under the table holding up the structure is also reminiscent 
of what we see in the work of Armanious, Kristensen and myself – that is, showing the 
underlying, kitsch and folkish element of high art as a supporting structural element. In 
Invention of the Cube, Kristensen exhibits two works: a video of a performance (see fig. 
72),414 and a sculpture (see fig. 73). Kristensen is dressed as a caveman or primitive 
man, dragging around a large club in the video; the sculpture consists of a cube shape 
made from twelve clubs.  
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
414 For which I produced the makeup and styling on Kristensen. 
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Fig 72: Steinar Haga Kristensen, Invention of the Cube (video still), 2006 
 
 
 
Fig 73: Steinar Haga Kristensen, Invention of the Cube, mixed media, 2006 
 
The implication here is that for all its progressive aspirations, modernism is deeply 
rooted in the “primitive” and that the white cube has its origins in the cave, or as 
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Pernille Albrethsen puts it, Kristensenʼs work is “a humorous comment on the 
perception of the sacrosanct, modernist concept of the white cube.”415 
 
Kristensenʼs references to the primitive in his work are ongoing and as Albrethsen 
notes his work regularly has the look of an archaeological dig.416 In works such as 
Revenge of the 4th World (see fig. 74) and Self-Portrait as an Indigenous Bushman 
(see fig. 27) the image of the “primitive” is very strong. This is repeated also in his 
collaborations with the art group D.O.R., which has involved re-enactments of the first 
urban community in Norway in the year 800 in Kaupang Laive – New-Historicalism for 
our Time (2007), apparitions of trolls and mythological creatures, such as in Der Kleine 
Mensch (see figures 25 and 26), and the Nøkken, a traditional folk or Norwegian 
“eventyr” folk character. 
 
 
Fig 74: Steinar Haga Kristensen (video produced in collaboration with Clare Milledge), 
Revenge of the 4th World (installation view), 2006 
 
My own practice similarly references to the presence of the “primitive” within the 
contemporary and vice versa. The masks and costumes I make are often ritualistic 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
415 Pernille Albrethsen, Albrethsen, “The Troll Mirror,” p 45 
416 Noted by Albrethsen in Pernille Albrethsen, Kristensen, Steinar Haga Kristensen: 
Retrospective. p 45 
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such as Cleansing Facial Mask (see fig. 30) which parallels the cleansing rituals 
performed with a “primitive” mask with the term “cleansing facial mask” – a 
contemporary face product. References to cave art are common in my work; my 
exhibition at Peloton entitled Cave Art: Retarded Transcendence is a particularly good 
example. This exhibition included such paintings as Entoptic Phenomena: Signpost 
and Entoptic Phenomena: Dot, referring to the correlation that has been made by some 
scientists417 between projected visuals or hallucinations known as “entoptic 
phenomena” and cave paintings. In Gnomic Origins of Modernism from 2011 (see 
figures 75, 76 and 77), I dressed as a garden gnome from whatever materials I could 
find in the ʻbachʼ418 that I was staying in. 
 
 
Fig 75: Clare Milledge, Gnomic Origins of Modernism: George, 2011 
 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
417 A good explanation can be found here: J. D. Lewis-Williams et al., "The Signs of All Times: 
Entoptic Phenomena in Upper Palaeolithic Art [and Comments and Reply]," Current Anthropology 
29, no. 2 (1988). 
418 Bach is short for bachelor and was originally described as a hut where men retreated to, often 
for hunting, fishing and drinking. Traditionally at this bach community women were not allowed on 
the property during the opening of the fishing season, although this is slowly changing. 
  
153 
 
Fig 76: Clare Milledge, Gnomic Origins of Modernism: Joey, 2011 
 
Fig 77: Clare Milledge, Gnomic Origins of Modernism: Yusef, 2011 
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The bach in question is in a remote community in the south of New Zealand, and 
contains kitsch paraphernalia such as mugs with lewd comments written on them, 
taxidermy, romantic novels, and various decorative souvenirs. I created three garden 
gnome characters based on modernist male art heroes: “George” based on Bataille, 
“Joey” based on Joseph Beuys, and “Yusef” based on Joseph Kosuth. I then posed in 
the backyard of the bach with various props gathered from the site: dripping, felt and a 
fox skin for Beuys, broken chairs and pages from the romantic novels for Kosuth, a cap 
with a turd stuck on it and the caption “shithead” for Bataille. The inference was that 
within the practices of these heroic figures was an unavoidable “primitivism,” or 
folkishness, and that despite their elevation to the highest level of hardcore theory, 
there remained the traces of a man in his bach; there is no scission between high and 
low possible. These folkish references are particularly prevalent in Armaniousʼs work. 
 
Armaniousʼs recurring gnomish themes and his revealing of the primitive is particularly 
insightful in his paintings and drawings from his Moët et Chandon fellowship in 1988 
(see figures 1 and 78). Armanious produced a series of naïve-looking gouache and 
aquarelle paintings of folkish-style figures in soft pastels. These came from a gradually 
produced frottage of sorts in which Armanious followed the contouring on stuccoed 
panels in his room, systematically drawing out figures and images. The images that 
emerged from these exercises were a collection of folkish woodsmen, gnomes, other 
elvish and fairylike characters, and animals.  
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Fig 78: Hany Armanious, Untitled (detail), 1998 
 
The process that Armanious is performing is one that goes back to cave painting, in 
that it takes what Butler calls “the stain,” as I have discussed in my introduction, and 
which indicates what is there but not articulated yet. For example, a protrusion on a 
cave wall may remind Armanious of a known creature, thus putting into practice what 
Bataille calls the process of “alteration” when he writes about the cave paintings at 
Lascaux in his text Primitive Art (Lʼart Primitif) in relation to Luquetʼs book of the same 
name. It may be necessary at this point for the reader to return briefly to the 
introduction section titled “The “gift of sight” and Batailleʼs ʻalterationʼ ” to refresh the 
connections I have made there. 
 
I will return now to Armaniousʼs Moët and Chandon drawings and paintings and apply 
these two concepts of “alteration” and the “stain” to show that what Armanious is doing 
is again revealing the low in the high, the primitive in the contemporary. Armanious 
enacts the same process of Batailleʼs “alteration” by operating on the “stain”. In this 
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case, the “stain” is not a rock protrusion on a cave wall, but the protrusions on a 
contemporary French “cave” – a stuccoed wall in a room. Armanious writes that in the 
exhibition Painting: An Arcane Technology, in which he used the same frottage 
technique, that his system is like “painting in reverse, the picture or a part of it is first 
seen or glimpsed in the surface, then it is laboriously articulated,”419 and that because 
of his interest in the surface illusions of the Styrofoam panels for stucco wall 
treatments, subsequently he was able to paint paintings that he never would have been 
able to, had he been given a blank surface.  
 
Armstrong and Rowell refer to the drawings of Armanious in their 2001 catalogue 
essay: 
 
It seemed that the drawings were driven by something within a normally 
concealed dimension of the surface itself – that the surface possessed its 
own willful imagination independently of the artist but to which he had 
privileged access and could respond.420 
 
The idea that the surface or stain is directing the artist is repeated by Butler when he 
asks, “But what could it mean to say that the void draws us, leads us, secretly directs 
our movements when we think we are most in control?”421 
 
What Butler is describing here is the state that the artist who offers the “gift of sight” 
wants to bring the viewer to. It is a place before articulation, that seems to be 
controlling the viewer, and it comes from a very strong and basic human urge to give 
form. As Colless noted, these works were “generated by a mode of doodling that is 
Surrealist in derivation but which has a pedigree as old as cave painting… almost 
primitive.”422 By “Surrealist in derivation,” Colless is referring to the technique of 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
419 Natalie King, "Painting : an arcane technology : Hany Armanious, Nadine Christensen, Adam 
Cullen, Diena Georgetti, Matthys Gerber, Brent Harris, Louise Hearman, Davis Jolly, Gareth 
Sansom, Eve Sullivan, Anne Wallace, Constanze Zikos / [curators Natalie King and Bala Starr].", 
ed. The University of Melbourne The Ian Potter Museum of Art (Melbourne, VIC: The Ian Potter 
Museum of Art, The University of Melbourne, 2001). unpaginated 
420 Fergus Armstrong and Amanda Rowell, "Hany Armanious," ed. UCLA Armand Hammer 
Museum of Art and Cultural Center. (Los Angeles: The University of California Los Angeles, 
2001). unpaginated 
421 Butler, "Hany Armanious: the gift of sight." p 66 
422 Edward Colless, "Hany Armanious," review of Hany Armanious at Sarah Cottier Gallery 8 sep 
- 23 oct 1999, Like 2000. p 50 
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“frottage” developed by Max Ernst. Not only was this operation clearly one of 
prehistoric origin, but as Armanious notes himself, “What is interesting is that the 
images themselves appear incredibly arcane.423” In the context of Batailleʼs operation 
of “alteration” that he describes, then it is clear why it appears arcane, because of its 
roots in such an ancient practice, because what Armanious is doing is revealing the 
“primitive” to be inseparable from the contemporary, the high from the low. 
 
  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
423 King, "Painting : an arcane technology : Hany Armanious, Nadine Christensen, Adam Cullen, 
Diena Georgetti, Matthys Gerber, Brent Harris, Louise Hearman, Davis Jolly, Gareth Sansom, 
Eve Sullivan, Anne Wallace, Constanze Zikos / [curators Natalie King and Bala Starr].". 
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Conclusion 
 
I began this thesis by asking the reader to consider why certain artists who are 
associated with shamanism cultivate practices that are labeled as difficult, disordered, 
ambivalent and uncertain. I have demonstrated how some artists associate with 
shamanism as part of their interest in the process of making visible what is not. I have 
also shown that there is then a split between those artist-shamans who dictate their 
own vision and those who want to show the viewer what it means to see, and the latter 
I have termed the artist-shaman who offers the “gift of sight.” Further, I have shown 
how this particular type of artist-shaman invites the viewer to participate in their 
process-based and porous environments, and how they strive to create a state of 
uncertainty and ambivalence that reveals the idealising and identifying aspects of the 
process of sight, thus the artist-shaman offers the “gift of sight.” 
 
The purpose of this research project is to provide another way to consider these artists 
associated with shamanism who have been labeled as I have mentioned above and to 
dispel the notion that these artists are “anti” or rebellious, unsure or weak. It must be 
noted that I began this thesis with a large group of artists-shamans but by the end I had 
gradually reduced that number down to four. That is because those remaining four are 
the artists who are most commonly labeled in this way, thus there is the most need to 
address this problem in relation to their practices.424  
 
However, what I would also like the reader to consider is that I have further opened up 
a different way to view Batailleʼs writings on the “informe,” initiated by Guerlac, but with 
the addition of what Butler calls the “gift of sight.” Furthermore, this has been made 
possible by contextualising it within a group of artists who have not been written about 
in these specific terms before. Before I conclude this thesis, I would like to emphasise 
that there has been a significant gap in the knowledge of Batailleʼs “informe” and his 
writings on cave paintings.  
 
Firstly, there is the gap that is identified by Bataille himself. Bataille was puzzled that 
there was a lack of interest from specialists in regards to the prehistoric cave in his 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
424 What I have not addressed specifically, but hope to have shown indirectly, it is that these 
artists associated with shamanism are more interested in showing the viewer how they see, and 
that their engagement with shamanistic practice is as psychological and philosophical as it is 
magical or spiritual. 
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book Lascaux ou la naissance de lʼart. Bataille, who regarded Lascaux as symbolic of 
the birthplace of humanity and of art as I have discussed earlier, writes:  
 
This, then, is our birthplace. But it has not been fittingly remembered, nor 
given the reknown it deserves. It would seem that our prehistorians sin 
through excessive modesty: they have been chary of praise for a 
discovery… made in consequence of some youngstersʼ curiosity.425 
 
However, this has been remedied in recent times, in part by historians such as Jean 
Clottes, and through books such as Cave Art, and the recent film Cave of Forgotten 
Dreams426 by the celebrated director Werner Herzog, who filmed the interior of the 
Chauvet caves.  
 
Secondly and more importantly, Batailleʼs work on prehistoric cave painting has been 
largely glossed over. In his introduction to The Cradle of Humanity: Prehistoric Art and 
Culture, a selection of writings by Bataille on prehistory, Stuart Kendall writes, “the 
response to Batailleʼs writings on prehistory has been characterized by indifferent 
silence.”427 This gap in the writings of contemporary critics was also confirmed in 2009 
by Dr Richard White, a philosophy professor at Creighton University, when he writes 
that Batailleʼs book Lascaux “has received very little attention from prehistoric scholars, 
art historians or even Bataille enthusiasts.”428 
 
Although, oddly, White does not mention the 2007 work of Suzanne Guerlac The 
Useless Image, only her earlier work Bataille in Theory: Afterimages (Lascaux)429 from 
1996. In The Useless Image, Guerlac proposes that this gap in Batailleʼs writing on 
prehistoric art is due perhaps to a fear of theoretical regression that may continue to 
exist in the work of contemporary critics: 
 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
425 Georges Bataille, Lascaux; or, The birth of art: prehistoric painting, The Great centuries of 
painting (Lausanne: Skira, 1955).p 49 
426 The film was released in 2010 and also featured Jean Clottes 
427 Kendall, “The Sediment of the Possible,” p 10. Although he does mention this with the 
exception of Steven Ungarʼs essay Steven Ungar, "Phantom Lascaux: Origin of the Work of Art," 
Yale French Studies, no. 78 (1990). 
428 Richard White, "Bataille on Lascaux and the Origins of Art," Janus Head: Journal of 
Interdisciplinary Studies in Literature, Continental Philosophy, Phenomenological Psychology, 
and the Arts 11, no. 1 (2009), http://janushead.org/11-2/White.pdf. p 319 
429 Suzanne Guerlac, "Bataille in Theory: Afterimages (Lascaux)," Diacritics 26, no. 2 (1996).  
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Might there not be some anxiety about theoretical regression, given that 
Bataille insists here on the magic of figural images?430 
 
What Guerlac is referring to here is that Batailleʼs notion of transgression was an 
essential part of the post-structuralist challenge to representation, so to hear Bataille 
talk enthusiastically about the transgressive power of “figuration” would have been a 
blow to post-structuralism. On another note, Stephen Ungar, in Phantom Lascaux: 
Origin of the Work of Art, posits that readers and critics were dismayed by their inability 
to locate Bataille as a particular type of writer within conventional categories.431 This 
would explain why they chose to simply ignore his dry historical writing in favour of 
focusing on his more colourful and expressive literature such as The Story of the Eye 
and Visions of Excess. 
  
What is really at stake here is that Bataille has hardly been associated with the figural 
before, and “figuration” doesnʼt fit into the existent theoretical writings on the “informe”. 
Considerable attention has been given to the role of the Batailleʼs “informe” in 
contemporary art since it was pushed into the spotlight of art discourse in 1996 with the 
Pompidou exhibition and corresponding book by Yve-Alain Bois and Rosalind E. 
Krauss entitled Lʼinforme: Mode dʼemploi (or Formless: A Userʼs Guide). Bois and 
Krauss selected artists whose work they believed operated as the formless did: 
attacking notions of idealism and hierarchy, as well as other categories such as “form” 
and “content.”432 A great emphasis has been placed Bois and Kraussʼs interpretation of 
the “informe” as an operation that brings things down, attacks idealism, debases and 
defaces.433 This operation as described by Krauss and Bois was supposedly resistant 
to falling into the trap of iconology; in particular what they wanted to avoid was a 
thematising of the “informe” that would result merely in an inversion of value: a 
replacing of one ideal with another. The operation of the “informe” was supposed to 
bring things down to an equal base. In their introduction to the “informe” in Formless, 
Krauss and Bois refer to Batailleʼs writings on Manet,434 and his articles “Informe”, 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
430 ———, "The Useless Image: Bataille, Bergson, Magritte." p 30 
431 Ungar, "Phantom Lascaux: Origin of the Work of Art." p 246 
432 Bois, Krauss, and Pompidou, Formless: a user's guide. p 9 
433 Particularly regarding the “ongoing critiques of the ideological effects of Greenbergian 
narratives of high modernism”, as Daniel Adler writes in Daniel Adler, "Down and Dirty: Art History 
as Desublimation," Art Journal 57, no. 2 (1998). p 114. See also Guerlac, "The Useless Image: 
Bataille, Bergson, Magritte." p 31 
434 Georges Bataille, Manet (New York: Rizzoli, 1983) p 16; Oeuvres complètes, vol 9, p 116 
translated in Bois, Krauss, and Pompidou, Formless: a user's guide. pp 13 - 16 
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“Architecture,” “The Academic Horse”, “Matérialisme”, “Estete”, and “Poussière” from 
various editions of Documents and from Oeuvres completes, but fail to mention any of 
Batailleʼs writings on the “informe” in regards to his work at Lascaux. When they finally 
do refer to Batailleʼs Primitive Art it is only to focus on the “informe” and the process of 
“alteration” as destructive and defacing, disregarding “figuration.” 
 
Thirdly, because of this gap in the discussion of Batailleʼs work on cave painting, the 
focus on the “informe” in the work of artists like Armanious has not been considered in 
the light of Batailleʼs “alteration” and the “figurative,” as I have discussed in “Chapter 
five: destabilising idealism in dualisms.” Armaniousʼs work has often been compared to 
the writings of Georges Bataille, and writers such as Robert Leonard, Jason Markou, 
Anne Ellegood, Michael Ned Holte, and Adam Jasper have all spoken about Bataille in 
relation to Armaniousʼs work, but not in terms of “alteration” or Batailleʼs writings on 
Lascaux. For instance, Leonard refers to Armaniousʼs “dialectic of form and informe”435 
in his practice, and Markou quotes Batailleʼs The Big Toe in order to describe the dark 
base matter Armanious counterposes with his ideal and picturesque visions.436 Anne 
Ellegood compares Batailleʼs “informe” with Armaniousʼs refusal to accept autonomous 
knowledge and his prioritization of process,437 as well as comparing his use of mud to 
Batailleʼs text The Big Toe.438 Holte discusses Armaniousʼs use of the plinth within a 
discourse of transvaluation brought about by Batailleʼs “informe” and developed by 
Julie Kristeva, Jean Baudrillard, Yve-Alain Bois and Rosalind E. Krauss.439 Jasper 
compares Batailleʼs drive “to bring the primitive back into art” as an action, with 
Armaniousʼs fetishistic concerns.440 What is not discussed is Armaniousʼs work in 
relation to Batailleʼs writings on Lascaux and in particular to his concept of “alteration” 
as well as applying it less directly to the other artists in this thesis, as I have done. 
 
In reassessing Armaniousʼs and other artist-shamans work through “alteration” and by 
marrying it with Butlerʼs “gift of sight” a common theme emerges. The “gift of sight” is 
described by Bataille, although he cannot foresee Butlerʼs specific phrase, when he 
contemplates the analysis of the “well” scene (see fig. 2) at Lascaux. Bataille at first 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
435 Leonard, “Catalogue of Errors,” p 23 
436 Jason Markou, “The Sorcerorʼs Crocs” in Institute of Modern Art, Hany Armanious: Morphic 
Resonance. pp 74 - 82 
437 Anne Ellegood, “Stopping the World” in Holt et al., Hany Armanious: The Golden Thread. p 19 
438 ibid, p 25 
439 Michael Ned Holte, Party Pooper or the Basics of Bases in Holt et al., Hany Armanious: The 
Golden Thread. p 35 (footnote 2) 
440 Jasper, “The Fetish Object,” p 63 
  
162 
attempts to answer or decode the image in Lascaux; or, The birth of art: prehistoric 
painting but he later realises this is impossible and analysis is actually an undesirable 
outcome.  Bataille comes to the conclusion that the confusion and disorder is the whole 
point of the work, “We cannot imagine a more obscure contradiction nor one better 
contrived to guarantee disorder in our thinking.”441 Interestingly, the same position that 
Bataille takes after his extensive writings on prehistoric art is not dissimilar to that 
reached by contemporary historians such as Dowson and Clottes, who decided that 
absolute interpretation is not only impossible but not desirable. Guerlac also comes to 
the conclusion that the figural image that results from “alteration” is essentially 
“useless” and yields, as she quotes Magritte: “the beauty of what is neither meaning 
(sens) nor nonsense (nonsense).”442 
 
The conclusions that we see drawn here as to how to approach prehistoric cave art are 
very useful when considering more contemporary practices that might appear 
disordered and ambivalent. Bataille has said that the disorder is the point of the work, 
which points to the same reason that certain artist-shamans contrive to guarantee such 
disorder in our thinking, which is of course, because they wish the viewer to see their 
own vision, they wish to give the “gift of sight.” It is with this in mind that we can 
approach the work of this ambivalent artist-shaman and take new understandings. 
  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
441 Georges Bataille, The tears of Eros  (San Francisco: City Lights Books, 1989). p 52 
442René Magritte, Ecrits complets (Paris, 1979) p 549, translated by Guerlac in Guerlac, "The 
Useless Image: Bataille, Bergson, Magritte." p 44 
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Catalogue of work presented for examination 
 
This following catalogue of works corresponds to the CD and DVD supplied. Images 
are of selected work created as studio research during this candidature. More 
comprehensive documentation may be found at www.claremilledge.com (during the 
years 2007-12 inclusive). 
 
1-2. And Then Nothing Turned Itself Inside Out 
(diptych) 
installation view 
2008 
Schminke ink on Arches Aquarelle CP  
118 x 400cm each 
 
3. A Pensive Moment for Doctor Faustus 
2008  
Schminke ink on Hahnemühle Ingres paper  
48 x 62.5 cm 
 
4. Blind Faith is my Guide Dog 
2008  
Schminke ink on Hahnemühle Ingres paper  
48 x 62.5 cm 
 
5. And Then Nothing Turned Itself Inside Out 
(diptych) 
detail 
2008 
Schminke ink on Arches Aquarelle CP  
118 x 400cm each 
 
6. An Exercise in Basic Animality 
2008  
Schminke ink on Hahnemühle Ingres paper  
48 x 62.5 cm 
7. Caudal Autotomy 
2008  
Schminke ink on Hahnemühle Ingres paper  
48 x 62.5 cm 
 
8. And Then Nothing Turned Itself Inside Out 
(diptych) 
detail 
2008 
Schminke ink on Arches Aquarelle CP  
118 x 400cm each 
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9. Looking for Old Moles 
2008  
Schminke ink on Hahnemühle Ingres paper  
48 x 62.5 cm 
 
10-11. And Then Nothing Turned Itself Inside Out 
(diptych) 
detail 
2008 
Schminke ink on Arches Aquarelle CP  
118 x 400cm each 
 
12. Futurist Xmas Tree (installation view) 
2008 
leather, wood, oil, pelts, tar, metal, glass and various mixed media 
approx. 300 x 70 x 70 cm 
 
13-21. The Last Visible Dog  
2009 
(production stills) 
single-channel video 
2 min 30 seconds looped 
 
22-24. Lord Owl  
2010 
(installation and performance views) 
exhibition at the Institute of Contemporary Art Newtown, Sydney 
 
25. Does…Really Care? 
2010 
oil on glass 
60 x 70 cm 
 
26. Modernist Portal 
2010 
oil on glass, silk 
60 x 70 cm 
 
27. New Banana Republic 
2010 
oil on glass 
60 x 70 cm 
 
28. Purification Ritual 
2010 
oil on glass 
60 x 70 cm 
 
29. Reputable Sources 
2010 
oil on glass 
60 x 70 cm 
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30. What Does It All Mean? 
2010 
oil on glass 
60 x 70 cm 
 
31. Spiritually Dangerous 
2010 
oil on glass, hessian 
60 x 70 cm 
 
32. Where is this World Heading? 
2010 
oil on glass 
60 x 70 cm 
 
33–38. The Personal Effects of Lord Owl  
(installation views) 
2010 
exhibition at Artspace, Sydney 
 
39. Gnomic Origins of Modernism: George 
2011 
Lightjet print 
A3 
 
40. Gnomic Origins of Modernism: Joey 
2011 
Lightjet print 
A3 
 
41. Gnomic Origins of Modernism: Yusef 
2011 
Lightjet print 
A3 
 
42. Cleansing Facial Mask 
2011 
beeswax, coconut fibre, pigment 
approx. 30 x 70 x 20 cm 
 
43. Dick Tickle Dada 
2011 
light jet print 
84 x 59.5 cm 
 
44. Action Painting 
2011 
light jet print 
84 x 59.5 cm 
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45. Immortal Technique of Ecstasy 
2011 
light jet print 
84 x 59.5 cm 
 
46. Kangaroo Painting 
2011 
light jet print 
84 x 59.5 cm 
 
47. Painting Circle 
2011 
light jet print 
84 x 59.5 cm 
 
48. Painting Ground 
2011 
light jet print 
84 x 59.5 cm 
 
49. Purifying Dance 
2011 
light jet print 
84 x 59.5 cm 
 
50. Omnipotent Straw-Head with Entoptic Hair 
2011 
oil on glass 
76 x 61 cm 
 
51. Sublime Solar Anus 
2011 
oil on glass 
94 x 74 cm 
 
52. Hierarchies of Form 
2011 
oil on glass 
63 x 83 cm 
 
53. Human Progression and Other Modernist Myths 
2011 
oil on glass, hessian 
75 x 94 cm 
 
54. Entoptic Phenomena: Dot 
2011 
oil on glass, 2 found gilded frames 
 45 x 51 x 5 cm 
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55. Entoptic Phenomena: Signpost   
2011 
oil on glass, 2 found gilded frames 
 45 x 51 x 5 cm 
 
56. Menhir Transformer (installation view) 
2011 
acrylic, oil on glass, found frame 
approx. 196 x 50 x 40 cm 
 
57–59. Menhir Transformer and Cave (after Lascaux) 
2012 
Acrylic, hessian, cotton 
100 x 150 x 350 cm 
 
60–61. Maximalist Ritualist  
(installation view) 
2012 
exhibition at Australian Experimental Art Foundation 
 
62. Mike with Kangaroo Mask  
(installation view) 
kangaroo hide, plaster, beeswax, gold leaf, wood 
100 x 22 x 22 cm 
 
63–65. The Useless Image (after Guerlac)  
(installation view) 
2012 
aluminium, copper, sandstone 
165 x 23 x 20 cm 
 
66. Entoptic Phenomena: Dot (installation view) 
2011 
oil on glass, 2 found gilded frames 
 45 x 51 x 5 cm 
 
67. Omnipotent Rocks 
(installation view) 
2008 
coal, magnets 
80 x 80 x 20 cm 
 
68. Kangaroo Air-Breaker Sound Breaker Costume 
(installation view) 
2011 
silk, bamboo, cotton 
180 x 70 x 3 cm 
 
69. The Last Visible Dog  
2009 
(this is a separate DVD supplied with a yellow mask on the  cover) 
single-channel video: 2 min 30 seconds looped 
